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1. Introduction 

Preface 
Many people in the world can in one way or another relate to public libraries. 

Perhaps some people visit one on a regular basis, or maybe just once a year, 

but many without a thought about how much work running and planning a 

library actually is. A public library is not only a place in the community, where 

you can borrow a book. In today’s information and knowledge society there are 

many roles that the libraries have to consider and fulfill. The services that the 

public library provides should be directed towards all groups in society. 

Historically it has not always been so. In Great Britain for instance, in the 

1970’s a growing awareness of other identities than the norm became apparent: 

women, ethnic minorities and people with disabilities and so forth demanded 

getting the same access to service as the norm: white heterosexual men. The 

response was to try to incorporate these groups into society by developing a 

‘community’ approach. Different methods where used, and although it was not 

a complete success it started a necessary change of how to approach problems 

of this character. The new approach came to be known as ‘community 

development’ and is still of interest today, in many western countries.1 

When I lived in Ireland I worked as a so called ‘community development 

officer’. The Irish government finances so called ‘Partnerships’ that are found 

in deprived areas. Their purpose is partly to focus on excluded groups that need 

help or support to get in to job market, learn how to read etc. All the excluded 

groups get extra support in order to improve their situation. Community 

development is thus something that the state finances with the purpose to 

improve life quality for people, and it is done through local channels. My job 

was to focus on older people in the community and try to help them get 

organized and improve their and the communities situation.  
                                                 
1 Black, Alistair, and Muddiman, Dave, 1997, Understanding Community Librarianship. The public 

Library in Post-Modern Britain, p. 49. 
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Networking is an important part of the community development approach, 

and many organizations and institutions participate in the various sessions that 

are arranged. Exchanging information is truly of importance in Ireland and it is 

a very good way to make people interested in developing skills, sharing 

information and experiences etc. When I arranged network meetings in Dublin, 

the local public librarians also joined in. I was very interested in the fact that 

representatives from many local organizations and institutions participated in 

the network meetings, wondering why they all were so devoted to community 

issues. Now that I am a LIS student I thought it a great opportunity to get a 

better understanding of how and why the different organisations and 

institutions get involved in the community work. 

The type of work I am interested in is known as community librarianship 

and is in a sense similar to community development, only more aimed at the 

library services. I want to find out more about this approach and how it is 

operated in the Irish context. The thesis is written primarily for a Swedish 

audience but since it is about Irish Public Libraries I think it is appropriate to 

write the study in English. It is not my intention to compare Irish and Swedish 

library work or services. 

Purpose of Study 
The aim with the thesis is to analyse the work of the public libraries in Ireland 

that concerns community librarianship. More specifically I will focus on the 

public libraries in the information age or knowledge society in the context of 

reaching out to groups that normally do not visit a library. The terms 

information and knowledge society appear in many documents, often without 

any specific definition. It is understood as, the age we live in with the ICT 

(Information and Communication Technology) and the access to knowledge 

and information through ICT. In Ireland, knowledge and an extensive 

education is often proclaimed to be good for both individuals and for Ireland.  

The government has specified which groups are considered to be excluded. 

The groups are defined as vulnerable and it is thought that all institutions 

should work with the aim to include these groups into society. The public 

library service is very much part of that work. 

Anthony Giddens discusses social exclusion and he talks about the 

importance of including all groups in society in order to secure the 
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development of a democratic society. He emphasizes that even the elite groups 

that chose to live apart from society must be included.2 

Giddens theory will help me analyze the importance of social inclusion in 

the public library context. The core questions in the study are: 

• Community librarianship developed in the 1970’s in the U.K. The 

purpose of the movement was to structure a public library service for 

everyone, to include all groups of society. This is today labeled as 

social inclusion. What is the Irish public library service doing to 

promote social inclusion? This is the fundamental question in the 

thesis. 

• What role do public libraries in Ireland play in the context of retaining 

and developing democracy? 

• Is the public library in Ireland open to all? In a report about public 

libraries in the U.K. the conclusion was drawn that the library service 

was not open to all.3 I will compare the conclusions from that report 

with my results about the Irish public library service. 

To answer these questions I will investigate a number of reports that are 

dealing with public libraries and social inclusion. I have also conducted an 

interview with the Director of the Irish Library Council. I will present the 

material in chapter four. 

In the next chapter I will present literature and research that I have used in 

my work. 

                                                 
2 Anthony Giddens theory will be discussed in chapter 3. 
3 The report is ’Open to all? The Public Library and Social Inclusion’, Vol. 1., 2000, Muddiman, Dave. 
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2. Literature Review 

Initially my knowledge about this approach (community librarianship) was 

vague and it was necessary to find literature about its origin. In some of the 

reports from Ireland there are references made to literature from the U.K. and I 

believe that the Irish make use of the research that has been published in the 

neighboring country. I therefore find the research from the U.K. relevant to the 

Irish context. 

The Development of Community Librarianship 
One of the books referenced in the Irish reports is Understanding Community 

Librarianship: the Public Library in Post-modern Britain (1997), where 

Alistair Black and Dave Muddiman give a complex description and analysis of 

community librarianship in post-modern Britain.4 It is the only literature I have 

found that describes the development of community librarianship. The book 

investigates the connection between the public libraries and the communities. I 

believe it is necessary to give an introduction to the reader about how it all 

started and I therefore refer to the book a great deal initially.  

The community librarianship approach started in the U.K. in the 1970’s. 

People from different societal spheres were then convinced that they could 

improve society and that what they said and did mattered on both a micro 

(personal) and macro (societal) level.  

Some librarians at the time criticized the modern public library and wished 

to change the services. Libraries were considered to be elitist and the services 

accused of being fit to suit the middle and upper classes. Some critics meant 

that public libraries did not do enough to understand and learn about the 

working class culture. Eventually these thoughts were all labeled ‘community 

librarianship’.5 

                                                 
4 The reference to Black and Muddiman can be found in the report Branching Out, 1998, p. 22. 
5 Black, and Muddiman, 1997, p. 48. 
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Excluded groups such as women, ethnic minorities and others demanded 

equal access to services as the norm; white, heterosexual men. The authorities 

responded to the demands with the so called ‘community’ approach. The idea 

was to include various interest organisations in the local community and 

incorporate them in to the state apparatus. Eventually the public libraries were 

also criticized and they were said to appeal only to groups that already visited 

the library. Public libraries were called middle class institutions and an 

American librarian, Mary Lee Bundy, wrote in 1978 that libraries were part of 

an ‘inhumane liberalism’ that treated all users as ‘equally’.6 Excluded groups 

did not use libraries much and the libraries did very little to reach out to them, 

they were passive.7 Libraries were seen as static middle-class institutions and 

librarians were accused of focusing on problems and self-criticism. The 

‘establishment’ within the library section rejected these opinions as ‘extreme’. 

However, influential reports published in the late 1970’s proved that the 

service public libraries provided was not user friendly or community oriented. 

The need for a new public library focused on community oriented service was 

needed. 8  

In 1978 the Library Advisory Council of England published a report about 

library services to the disadvantaged called The Libraries’ Choice. All groups 

that were in one way or another excluded from society were dealt with under 

the same phrase: disadvantaged. A positive consequence of that was that the 

report could evaluate and recommend changes to several identified services to 

the disadvantaged groups. On the negative side was the fact that the public 

libraries were recommended to improve services in the context of the already 

existing public library services, and thus not discussing a fundamental change 

of the entire service.9 

An alternative vision of the public library was presented in 1981 by Pat 

Coleman in Whose Problem? The Public Library and the Disadvantaged 

Coleman argued that the structure and culture of library services needed to 

change and that a new direction of focus was crucial. Out of Coleman’s vision 

the concept ‘community’ came to be a metaphor for social inclusion, a very 

important term indeed. To improve the social whole, in this context the 

                                                 
6 Black, and Muddiman, 1997, p. 51. 
7 Black, and Muddiman, 1997, p. 51. 
8 Black, and Muddiman, 1997, p. 52. 
9 Black, and Muddiman, 1997, p. 54. 
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community, a partnership between state, civil society and locality was 

necessary.10  

Coleman said that:  

‘The success of a library service depends upon the support and willing involvement of the 
community and corporate action with other agencies and community groups’.11 

Coleman’s idea became widely supported. In 1982 in Leicester the 

‘Community Services group’ of the Library Association was formed. The 

group outlined the primarily focus of their work: 

The primary concern of the group shall be the development of appropriate library and 
information provision in deprived areas and the encouragement of the use of those 
services. It will pay special attention to the needs of those groups within the community, 
such as the elderly, the unemployed, adult basic education students and people of ethnic 
minority origin, whose needs are not met by traditional library services.12 

Black and Muddiman state after this quotation that ‘the mainstream model of 

community librarianship was thus born’.13 The most important elements in 

mainstream community librarianship, the first type of community librarianship, 

in the early 1980’s are said to be:  

• To profile the local area and to gather information about users and 

non-users. 

• To reflect on the fact that Britain was a multicultural society and 

that in some areas it would be necessary to take that into 

consideration when making the stock selection. 

• More of the outreach service was important. 

• To involve community oriented services, the voluntary sector and 

local people in service initiatives and developments.14 

Eventually some of the ideas mentioned above were seen as ‘outdated’ and 

said to be a product of the welfare society and perhaps too idealistic. Some 

reformers now wanted community librarianship to be about supporting local 

                                                 
10 Black, and Muddiman, 1997, pp. 54-55. 
11 Black, and Muddiman, 1997, p.55. 
12 Black, and Muddiman, 1997, p.55. 
13 Black, and Muddiman, 1997, p.55. 
14 Black, and Muddiman, 1997, pp.55-56. 
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groups with resources in their own surroundings, and a second approach was 

now shaped. The library should be a community resource agency, and 

deinstitutionalisation was said to be the key concept.15 

Black and Muddiman claim that the alternative type of community 

librarianship can be called radical librarianship, as it wanted to decentralise the 

public library, and make it a local institutional force. The more mainstream 

community librarianship instead tried to reorganise the public library services 

to meet the demands. The library services should do this as an institution in its 

own right, emphasising the library. The radical movement was more interested 

in being integrated in the community and working together with other 

organisations. 16 

The community librarianship movement was experienced by most 

librarians at the time as ‘little more than a utopian deviation’, according to 

Black and Muddiman.17 They were instead concerned with problems such as 

the fact that fewer people were borrowing books. Also the library service was 

being challenged by what mass media had to offer and an increasing demand 

from politicians to justify services in a time of financial cuts. Even though 

there were cuts in some public library budgets, the general public reacted 

indifferently. Some librarians therefore thought that the priority must be to 

shape a service infrastructure that would attract more people and that would 

change the libraries image; the library service should be a responsive service. 

Albeit many library surveys were made in the 1970’s, few of them actually 

focused on the users, but rather on the supplier. Some debaters believed that 

the services should aim at ‘user satisfaction’ rather than changing the public 

libraries role; the service just had to be performed more effectively. This way 

of reasoning partly shaped a third approach community librarianship, which is 

said to be the responsive focus; perhaps users should be seen as customers and 

consumers.18 

The main focus of the responsive community librarianship was the market 

oriented approach. Defining library users as consumers, and using marketing 

research to find out what the consumers want would benefit the whole 

community, some people thought. Many librarians believed that the most 

important marketing issue to deal with was the image of libraries and 

                                                 
15 Black, and Muddiman, 1997, p.60-61. 
16 Black, and Muddiman, 1997, pp.60-61. 
17 Black, and Muddiman, 1997, p.62. 
18 Black, and Muddiman, 1997, pp.62-63. 



 9 

librarians. The responsive approach became popular already in the late 1970’s. 

Black and Muddiman describe a few key factors that especially describe the 

responsive approach in the 1980’s: 

• Trying to make the public libraries into a responsive service. 

• Using market research techniques to find out what consumers want. 

• Developing a ‘visible library’ which could challenge other leisure 

services. Locality was seen as the libraries special strength. 

• Forming networks with local organisations and together encourage the 

use of libraries.19 

Black and Muddiman call these key factors ‘populist’ and they think it is 

doubtful if they can be called community librarianship as it might just be a 

shift in management strategy, colored by the time. But still, the public libraries 

had to listen to the arguments of customers and communities, and listening to 

what the users want is important in the community librarianship approach. This 

is why Black and Muddiman bring these factors up as part of the community 

librarianship movement.20  

It is concluded in the book that ‘no library authority would ever adopt a 

model of community librarianship pure and simple’.21 Community librarianship 

is not an approach that can be fully adopted but it can inspire libraries to 

improve services.  

Community librarianship thus emerged in the 1970’s when the public 

library was considered to be a Victorian relic. The services had to change and 

better fit all groups in society. Different approaches in the name of community 

librarianship were tried. Black and Muddiman believe that there is a ‘legacy’ 

of principles derived from the movement that can make a foundation for the 

future of public libraries: 

• A recognition that the diffusion of knowledge throughout all sectors of society 
represents the primary and civilizing purpose of the public library movement 

• A recognition of the complexity of the many formulations of knowledge and 
acceptance of cultural pluralism (but not relativism): the notion that the service 
exists to nurture not one ‘culture’ but many 

                                                 
19 Black, and Muddiman, 1997, p. 65. 
20 Black, and Muddiman, 1997, p. 65. 
21 Black, and Muddiman, 1997, p. 67. 
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• The formulation of service on the basis of equal rights of citizenship: the 
recognition that some sectors of society are less powerful than others and 
therefore may require affirmative action in service provision 

• A commitment to the development of service on the basis of communal 

involvement on the part of librarians in order to underpin the library’s position as 
a facilitator of the shared culture of its users.22 

Community librarianship has not really succeeded with making the library 

services available to all groups, and this is something that the two authors 

emphasize. The future community librarianship work should be built on the 

principles above, and be part of partnerships and networks and include local 

people in their efforts to be an inclusive service.23 

Community Librarianship today 
In both the U.K. and in Ireland there is a lot of focus on trying to deal with 

social exclusion and combating poverty. Social inclusion is often specifically 

defined in reports and documents as is poverty. It appears to be the case that a 

lot of the community librarianship of today should concentrate on stimulating 

social inclusion and approaching peripheral groups. 

Dave Muddiman seems to be a central figure in the community 

librarianship context; he appears as co-writer of a research report: ‘Open to all? 

The Public Library and Social exclusion’. It was published in the year 2000. 

The base of the making of the research was at Leeds Metropolitan University 

in partnership with a few libraries. The report examines the public libraries and 

their ability to deal with social exclusion. Eight case studies of public library 

authorities are presented as well as surveys of current public library services. It 

examines the problems that public libraries have to deal with in the context of 

social exclusion. The project team behind the report found that public libraries 

are updating their services but that there is not enough focus on the excluded 

groups.24  

As mentioned above, the report focuses partly on how public libraries 

approach socially excluded groups in society. Surveys were sent to all public 

Library Authorities in the U.K. and the result showed that only one sixth of the 

authorities actually had some form of model for social inclusion. Although 60 

percent of the authorities have some programs or initiatives that encourage 

                                                 
22 Black, and Muddiman, 1997, p. 147. 
23 Black, and Muddiman, 1997, pp. 147-149. 
24 Muddiman, Dave, 2000, ‘Open to All? The Public Library and Social exclusion’. Vol. 1, 2000, p. ii 
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social inclusion, most of them have no real strategy for implementing the 

approaches. One third of the authorities claim to be targeting marginalised 

groups and disadvantaged communities. Approaching and interacting with the 

community seems to be at a general level rather than targeting groups or 

defined disadvantages, according to the report. Disadvantaged groups like 

refugees, homeless people and Travellers are not being prioritised in the 

authority’s strategies.25 

The case study findings were that the projects that some authorities started 

in order to make services more accessible to the marginalised groups were 

‘uneven’ and ‘patchy’.26 Not enough resources and the authority’s culture and 

traditions were mentioned as reasons to why the approaches were inconsistent. 

The most successful projects were often linked to other community 

development projects. The authorities that were part of the case study showed a 

pattern of not being able to develop policy frameworks that would prioritise 

excluded groups and they felt that all community activities were in fact dealing 

with exclusion. The libraries were passive and were not working proactively in 

the communities.27  

The reason why community librarianship eventually almost disappeared in 

the U.K. was that many public library authorities did not want to modify the 

services. They believed that community librarianship was a movement in the 

margins of the whole area. The research group concludes that many of the 

problems with the public library services in the U.K. today can be derived from 

this non radical view.28 

The report contains recommendations on how the library services could be 

improved, and The Public Library Authorities are said to be a central actor: 

They should develop long-term strategies for how to approach the excluded 

groups, including community development, assessment of resources, staffing, 

ICT (Information Communication Technology) etc. The library authorities 

should ‘mainstream social exclusion throughout all their activities’, and be 

assisted by other governmental bodies when developing policy frameworks.29  

The conclusion of the report is that the public libraries only seemingly are 

open to all. There is a passive access to public library services and it suits the 

current users better than the marginalised groups. However, it is hoped that the 

                                                 
25 Muddiman, 2000, ‘Open to All?’ pp. viii-ix. For further information about Travellers, see p. 50. 
26 Muddiman, 2000, ‘Open to All?’, p. ix. 
27 Muddiman, 2000, ‘Open to All?’, p. ix. 
28 Muddiman, 2000, ‘Open to All?’, pp. 15-16. 
29 Muddiman, 2000, ‘Open to All?’, pp.x-xi. 
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public library infrastructure could in the future be an important part of the 

dealing with social exclusion.30 

More research about community librarianship can be found on the web site 

for The Museums, Libraries and Archives Councils. There are many reports 

published and links to national and international research regarding the 

subject.31 

Today, community librarianship is in many ways integrated into the public 

libraries work and therefore not always mentioned as such. An endless amount 

of reports are being produced about public libraries work and how they should 

improve their services. Many countries that in different ways try to combat 

poverty and social exclusion, whether urban or rural, try to integrate this work 

into all statutory bodies’ areas, including public libraries. It is therefore 

impossible for me to account for all international research regarding 

community librarianship as it is used today; it is very much contextual and 

local.  

Important to say is that in the US community librarianship is known as 

civil librarianship. There is quite a big selection of literature regarding the 

subject and that has to do with the growing movement of the community 

development approach. To mention one author, Ronald B. McCabe writes 

about the new mission of the Public Libraries in the US. He looks at 

‘communitarianism’, or the spirit of the community, and wants to see this ‘spill 

over’ to the work of the public libraries. Hopefully the public libraries could 

help strengthen the local community structure. The book gives an opportunity 

to emphasise the educational services that the public libraries can offer and at 

the same time define a new vision of its purpose.32 

I have not found any relevant research in Ireland regarding community 

librarianship and I believe, as stated before, that in Ireland they make use of the 

research from the U.K. 

Community Librarianship in Sweden 
As mentioned earlier, it is not my intention to compare the public library 

services in Sweden and Ireland, but I do wish to present a discussion about 

                                                 
30 Muddiman, 2000, ‘Open to All?’, p. xi. 
31 The Museums, Libraries and Archive Council (MLA), 
http://www.mla.gov.uk/webdav/harmonise?Page/@id=90. (2007-04-28). 
32 Amazon.com, http://www.amazon.com/Civic-Librarianship-Renewing-Mission-
Library/dp/0810839059. (2007-03-15). 
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community librarianship from a Swedish point of view, made by Joacim 

Hansson.33 In Sweden there is little research about so called ‘community 

librarianship’. The term is not used at all, as far as I know, other than by 

Hansson in his book Det lokala folkbiblioteket – förändringar under hundra år 

(The Local Public Library – Changes during a Century. My translation). 

Hansson translates community librarianship to ‘lokalt biblioteksarbete’, which 

in English means ‘local librarian work’.34 Hansson makes references to 

Swedish research that brings up issues that could be seen as community 

librarianship, for an example, Göran Widebäck’s work about the public 

libraries opportunity to get a central position in today’s society.35  

Hansson describes in his book how Sweden has left the traditional 

industrial society and moved on to a globalized information society.36 But how 

will the welfare state relate to this new order? And in particular, what role will 

the public libraries have? As an example of how to approach these questions 

Joacim Hansson mentions Anthony Giddens book The Third Way: The 

Renewal of Social democracy (1997). Giddens believes that through politics 

and active citizens, democracy can prosper and develop. Excluded groups must 

be included in society and engage in the community. Joacim Hansson adds to 

the discussion that here the public libraries play an important role – as a public 

space where citizens can meet and engage in societal issues.37  

Hansson describes the different roles the public libraries have played in the 

Swedish society. The public libraries, as they look today, developed in the 

early 20th century, inspired by the American public library ideas of putting 

children and the individual’s education at the center of free learning, 

independent of class origin. This ‘classless’ idea was however a bit naïve, as it 

would be on the conditions of the ruling classes that the workers would enter 

the libraries. But in general, the public libraries succeed far better than other 

public institutions when it comes to trying to welcome and include all groups 

of society. 38 

The free educational idea and the formal education structure have both 

been present and at the same time absent in the role of the public library in 

Sweden, according to Hansson. This divergent relationship has to do with the 

                                                 
33 Joacim Hansson has a PH.D. in LIS, and works at Borås högskola, Sweden. 
34 Hansson, Joacim, 2005, Det lokala folkbiblioteket – förändringar under hundra år, p. 33.  
35 Hansson, 2005, p. 56. 
36 Hansson, 2005, pp. 12-13. 
37 Hansson, 2005, p. 16. 
38 Hansson, 2005, pp. 17-22. 
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idea that when the public libraries came under community rule, some people 

thought that it weakened the idea of the libraries being an alternative to public 

education, which was considered to be a more controlled form. The discussion 

took place around 1910, but the ambivalence has remained. Today the public 

libraries try to be both a space for free education and a resource for formal 

education. However, many librarians are not happy about being ‘forced’ to be a 

resource for the formal education system.39 

For whom is the public library offering its services today in Sweden? 

Hansson puts forward an interesting discussion about this subject. He can see 

that it is surrounded with certain problems and at the time he wrote the book 

(2005) there was a certain anxiety from the libraries part in trying to connect 

with the ‘strong’ parts of society. Some public libraries were trying to 

approach the industry sector to offer their services to them. Hansson seems to 

be very upset by this and claim that the leaders within the public library sector 

make them self less professional when being part of the economic commercial 

game. He believes the real challenge lies in trying to include the weaker groups 

of society. 40 

The role public libraries play in Sweden when it comes to contributing to a 

democratic society, no one really knows. Hansson instead refers to research 

from the U.K. concerning the subject; do public libraries actually make a 

difference when trying to work against inequality. But public libraries do not 

seem to make a positive difference in this matter; on contrary they seem to 

strengthen social differences by being passive in relation to new users. This is 

what is partly shown in the report mentioned earlier ‘Open to All? Public 

Libraries and Social Inclusion’. Hansson believes that the situation is more or 

less the same in Sweden as in the U.K. Now that the welfare state is turning 

into to a knowledge society or information society, the conditions for the 

public libraries change. The library service as it looks today is after all a 

product of the welfare state. It will be more difficult for public libraries to 

define its democratic mission and to turn theoretical strategy work into 

practical usage in the local community. Hansson believes more research in this 

area is needed.41 

Naturally there is a lot of local librarian work performed in Sweden but it 

is not called community librarianship as such. There are some essays about 

                                                 
39 Hansson, 2005, pp. 17-22. 
40 Hansson, 2005, p. 43. 
41 Hansson, 2005, p. 44 
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library work that could be labeled community librarianship of course. For 

instance, a thesis written by Marie Brandt at Lund University in which she 

make an analyses of the public libraries role in the context of life-long 

learning. 42 

What differs between community librarianship work in the U.K., Ireland 

and Sweden, besides not calling it community librarianship, is perhaps the 

focus on socially excluded groups, poverty and networking in Ireland and the 

U.K.  

International Guidelines  
There are international guidelines as to how public libraries should form its 

services. The International Federation of Library Associations and Institutions 

(IFLA) have together with UNESCO published The Public Library Service: 

IFLA/UNESCO Guidelines for Development (2001), in which there is lots of 

information about the of developing of local public library services around the 

world. It is stated that the primary purpose of the public library is to make 

resources available and offer different media to meet the needs of citizens. 

Public libraries have a significant role in the democratic society by offering 

and giving access to knowledge. The book highlights the needs of the local 

communities as something to focus on, and the public library has a central role 

to play in this context.43 

The EU put emphasis on working for social inclusion. There are 

international networks that work with these issues, to mention one 

CALIMERA (Cultural Applications: Local Institutions Mediating Electronic 

Resource Access). It is a network consisting of all EU member states plus 

others, with the aim to drive and implement policies about social inclusion, e-

Learning and cultural diversity making information technology accessible to 

everyone. There is research published on their web site that concerns libraries 

and their community work. I have used Ireland’s country report and a 

document about social inclusion in my thesis.44  

                                                 
42 Brandt, Marie, (2004), Vuxnas lärande - en viktig uppgift för folkbiblioteken? 

http://www.kult.lu.se/bivil/publikationer/fulltext04/2004-22.pdf. (2007-04-27). 
43 The Public Library Service: IFLA/UNESCO Guidelines for Development, 2001, Chapter one. 
44 Calimera, Country Report, Ireland, http://www.calimera.org/default.aspx. (2007-04-16). 
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3. Theory 

In this chapter I will present the theory I have chosen to use in my thesis. It is 

related to developing democracy and including all groups in society for it to be 

thriving. The theory is defined by the sociologist Anthony Giddens.  

As Joacim Hanson suggested in the book Det lokala folkbiblioteket the 

public library could be seen as a public space for all groups in society where 

democracy, as seen by Giddens, can develop and prosper. 

The Third Way  
In his book The Third way, the Renewal of Social Democracy (1997) Anthony 

Giddens partly describes how a renewal of social democracy could be the way 

to unify welfare policy with a prosperous democracy. The ‘Third way politics’ 

should be developed and implemented by social democracy, but it must renew 

its political agenda, according to Giddens. But what is ‘The Third way’? 

Giddens himself claims that the term has been used in social democracy before 

he started using it, and that the expression does not mean anything in and of 

itself. He uses the phrase to refer to the renewal of the social democracy.45 

Anthony Giddens believes that the ‘Third Way politics’ could guide 

citizens ‘through the major revolutions of our time: globalization, 

transformations in personal life and our relationship to nature’.46 It is important 

to understand that Giddens does not consider globalization to be all bad. The 

opposite of globalization, which is protectionism, is something to avoid, as it 

would create ‘selfish economic blocs’.47  

Overall, Giddens claims that ‘third way’ politics, the renewal of social 

democracy, is the way to protect and develop social justice on all levels be it 

global or local. ‘The third way’ will make social democracy leave collectivism 

and find a new way to make people and community relate to each other. 

                                                 
45 Giddens, Anthony, 1998, The Third Way. The Renewal of Social Democracy, p. vii. 
46 Giddens, 1998, p.64. 
47 Giddens, 1998, p.65. 
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Society and citizens will get a new understanding of their rights and 

obligations. Freedom in social democracy would mean that people themselves 

can control their actions and this suggests that a greater participation on issues 

concerning the community is fundamental. The slogan for the third way policy 

should be ‘no rights without responsibilities, according to Giddens’. 48 

The old social democratic society would see all citizens’ rights as absolute, 

but Giddens advises that the new way must be to demand that the citizens are 

active and responsible. As an example he mentions that the unemployed must 

actively apply for jobs in order to get benefits. Although he also emphasizes 

the importance that all citizens are active at all times in society. 49 

Anthony Giddens is fond of precepts and he promotes a second one: ‘no 

authority without democracy’.50 Conservatives believe that traditional symbols 

such as family, state and nation, administer power the best. Giddens claims that 

social democracy must resist this conventional opinion. In the globalized 

society traditional practices are in fact loosing their importance and the best 

way to ascertain authority is through democracy. If applying the conservative 

way to view it, democracy can only be partial, because it does not include all 

citizens. Only a small fraction of the population then administers authority. 

The way Giddens perceives it authority must rest on an ‘active or participatory 

basis’. 51 Everyone must join in for it to be democratic. 

The local community is thus one of the places where democracy should be 

built. Government ought to work together with authorities in society to develop 

communities.52 Giddens says that democracy is in crisis in today’s post-

traditional society and to change that he suggests a few remedies and one of 

them is democratizing democracy. Democracy must work on all levels; local, 

national and cosmopolitan. The aim of the third way should be the new 

democratic state (the state without enemies), and this is best done through 

decentralization, transparency of public sphere, and government as a risk 

manager etc.53 

The community, according to Giddens, is not a theoretical slogan. In the 

globalized world, focus lies on the local community as a means to improve the 

social and material restoration of the immediate surroundings, such as the 

                                                 
48 Giddens, 1998, p.65. 
49 Giddens, 1998, pp. 65-66. 
50 Giddens, 1998, p.66. 
51 Giddens, 1998, p.66. 
52 Giddens, 1998, p.69. 
53 Giddens, 1998, p.77. 
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neighborhood, the town etc. This local co-operation should be contextual 

because different situations demand more or less involvement from 

government.54 But where government withdraws its support, resources may still 

be needed (it is here that the public libraries could have a function). It is 

necessary to support local activities and groups to encourage involvement. 

Public libraries have different types of resources to offer, all of them useful to 

the local community and individuals.55  

The Meaning of Equality 
Giddens ‘third way’ policy suggests that equality should be defined as 

inclusion. Inclusion on one level would mean citizen’s rights and obligations in 

a society. But it also denotes opportunities such as education, work and 

involvement in public space.56  

In the knowledge society of today there are two forms of exclusion; one 

group is found at the bottom of the social ladder and is isolated from the 

opportunities that society offers. At the top of the ladder is the next excluded 

group, the elite that prefers to live separated from the rest of society by living 

in secluded areas and choosing private schools and private health care and so 

on.57 

It is as important to include both groups into the public space, because it 

creates an inclusive society – the very key for a democracy, according to 

Giddens. Inclusion must comprise opportunities such as education and work 

but also other areas in life that cultivate the spirit. The inclusive society 

provides basic needs for those who need it and makes sure culture is nurtured. 

Education is one of the requirements that society must offer.58 Combating 

poverty is best done with community-based programmes, as it motivates 

people to participate in local issues and thus promotes democracy, declares 

Giddens.59 

I have above accounted for the ‘Third way politics’ relevant to my thesis. 

The theory of involving people more on local level to promote democracy was 

written approximately ten years ago. The book The third Way got a lot of 

                                                 
54 Giddens, 1998, p.80. 
55 Giddens, 1998, p.88. 
56 Giddens, 1998, pp. 102-103. 
57 Giddens, 1998, p.103. 
58 Giddens, 1998, pp. 109-110. 
59 Giddens, 1998, p.111. 



 19 

attention in the U.K. and internationally. Anthony Giddens was then 

considered to be Tony Blair’s ideological ‘guru’. When reading some research 

produced in the U.K. it is possible to say that Giddens ideas might have 

influenced their recommendations on how to achieve an inclusive society. The 

term ‘community’ is widely used, and in the context of public libraries the term 

‘social inclusion’ is almost obligatory. However, these terms have been in use 

a long time and are part of ‘community development’, an approach used to 

improve life quality for various groups in society. 

I consider Anthony Giddens theory to be useful for my thesis, as it refers to 

the inclusion of all groups of society. The public library is an arena or a space 

that citizens can use in their personal development and for participating in 

societal issues. The library service is a channel for promoting social inclusion 

in this context. Naturally, the library has other responsibilities and it has a 

cultural function in society. However, this study focuses on community 

librarianship work and especially on social inclusion. 
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4. Study Outline 

Methodology and Material 

Methodology 
Initially I was thinking of making a case study. I intended to focus on one 

library in Dublin, to see if community librarianship was in fact implemented in 

the authority’s strategy plan and in practice. Due to some misunderstandings 

this project had to be cancelled, and instead I have made an empirical study, 

interpreting relevant documents and reports produced by Irish authorities.  

The study is partly descriptive, and it gives a good insight to the procedure 

examined: community librarianship. The thesis is also partly hermeneutic: I 

wish to understand community librarianship as it is understood in Ireland. I 

want to penetrate the subject by interpreting the actions and goals set up by the 

relevant institutions and organisations. There are different variants of the 

hermeneutic method; I chose to adapt the so called ‘hermeneutic spiral’ 

method. This means that I started by focusing on the concept ‘community 

librarianship’ and created an idea of what that was. I then continued to go 

through the data I had collected and I got familiar with the material by asking 

questions and making assessments. As time went by I made new assumptions 

about my subject and got to know the context better. I realized that I had 

misunderstood certain aspects, and thus had to reformulate questions and 

maybe even my focus. I had to go back to my original focus and change it by 

adding new concepts, more material and asking different questions. This spiral 

movement gives the interpretation a depth and an insight of the study. The 

researcher works through the data several times and gains new knowledge 

continually. The weakness of this method is that it is highly coloured by the 

interpreter. There is no gauge that shows whether you are right or wrong.60 

                                                 
60 Kjeldstadli, Knut. 1998, Det förflutna är inte vad det en gång var, pp.124-125. 
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Material 
The examined texts are contextual; they have a specific function in a certain 

situation. Sometimes they are fashioned to persuade others to finance projects 

or strategies and thus the text is also intentional, which means that the 

producers of the text want to achieve something with what they have written. It 

is important to remember that lobbying is very much part of the political 

system in Ireland (as it is in many countries) and that this can actually 

sometimes be quite notable in the texts.61 The reports and documents I have 

chosen for my study are often produced by groups of people. Someone, often a 

representative of the state, has decided that a service should be evaluated. A 

report is then produced and a certain goal is set up. The Library Council 

cooperates with statutory bodies such as Office for Social Inclusion, Combat 

Poverty Agency, and The Information Society Commission etc. These bodies 

are set up by the government to work to promote an inclusive society. They 

have certain goals with their work and they define target groups. Most of the 

statutory bodies also fund research that would concern their subject matter. 

Many of the reports that I have investigated are in fact funded by The Library 

Council, Combating Poverty and Office for Social Inclusion. The policy 

document Branching Out (1998), was partly funded and produced by the 

Library Council, as was Joining Forces (2000), another policy document that I 

have examined. The document Access to Public Libraries for Marginalised 

Groups (2004) was funded by The Combat Poverty Agency.62 

In my thesis the phenomenon examined is community librarianship. I have 

interpreted the phenomenon in its context, that is, as it is understood in Ireland. 

I have collected documents, such as reports, papers, literature, information 

leaflets, and pamphlets, produced both by statutory bodies and so called Non-

Governmental Organisations. Besides this, I have been to Dublin where I 

visited the Irish Library Council, and I spoke with the Director Mrs. Norma 

McDermott. I have also had e-mail contact with Mr. Alun Bevan, Research and 

Information Officer. I got a lot of useful information from them, and as I do not 

believe that they in any way tried to lead me in to believing that all their work 

is perfect or flawless, I took some of their advice of how to find the reports and 

found it very useful. 

                                                 
61 Hellspong, Lennart& Ledin, Per, 1997, Vägar genom texten. Handbok i brukstextanalys, p.32. 
62 As I have studied about 20 reports I can not present all of them individually. In the reference part, all of 
the reports are listed together with the originator(s). 



 22 

Although I did use interview questions at the meeting, it turned out to be 

more like a discussion with the Director and she gave me advice on how to find 

material, learn more about how the Irish people think etc. I did not use a tape 

recorder or a theory about how best to conduct an interview.63 I wanted it to be 

informal as it is my experience that in Ireland, the informal talks are the most 

productive. I did take notes, and I will present them later in the thesis. 

In his book Det förflutna är inte vad det en gång var (The Past is not what 

it once used to be. My translation). Knut Kjelsdtadli makes the remark that 

when doing a scientific work, the researcher has to define the choices he or she 

makes. It has to be declared why one theory is chosen before another and why 

particular data is preferred.64 There is a lot of data produced in Ireland and it 

has not been easy to single out which reports to examine. There are many 

authorities, agencies, and organisations etc. that work with what is called social 

inclusion or combating poverty – both relevant for community librarianship 

work. The way I have carried out this research is that I got some guidance 

when I read Joacim Hansson’s book Det lokala folkbiblioteket. He refers to 

various researchers that I understood would be relevant to my thesis.65 It was 

also from this book I got the idea to use Anthony Giddens theory. Hanssons 

work inspired this study to a large extent.  

I also got advice from the Information and Research Officer at The Library 

Council and the Director on some reports that could be useful. Most of them 

were published on The Library Councils web site. I then worked out which 

authorities that the Library Council co-operates with. The central themes that 

connect the documents are the public libraries, social inclusion and fighting 

poverty. To mention an example, The Combat Poverty Agency had actually 

published a report called Access to Public Libraries for Marginalised Groups 

in 2005, and naturally I choose that document. Other reports were not so 

obvious to use; the part that would be interesting to me would be included in 

national strategy plans, often large-scale reports.  

There is focus on poverty and social exclusion in Ireland. To name one 

statutory body, the Office for Social Inclusion (ISO) has the overall 

responsibility for developing, coordinating and implementing Irelands National 

Action Plans concerning these subject matters. The OSI published a report 

called National Action Plan for Social Inclusion 2007-2016 in February. As I 

                                                 
63 Although I did read Jan Trosts Kvalitativa intervjuer (2:a uppl., 2002, Lund, Studentlitteratur). 
64 Kjeldstadli, 1998, p.139. 
65 Hansson, 2005, pp.51-56. 



 23 

had already started to use the previous report National Action Plan 2003-2005 

and its definitions of vulnerable (marginalised) groups, I have persevered with 

the definitions of the 2003-2005 Action plan. But I have used both reports in 

the study. 

CALIMERA (Cultural Applications: Local Institutions Mediating 

Electronic Resource Access) is an international organisation that puts emphasis 

on ‘local’ in that it promotes local institutions as key players in the making of 

technology accessible for ordinary citizens.66 Here I found so called ‘country 

reports’ where both Ireland and Sweden were represented. The reports 

provided analyses of the current situation of the public libraries.  It gives a 

picture of the structure of the public library organization in Ireland that I found 

useful in my work. 

I found the Master Thesis written by Marianne Paakkonen and Linda 

Persson quite useful. It is called Med Barnkonventionen i bagaget: En 

komparativ studie mellan irländska och svenska barnbibliotekaries synsätt. It 

contains useful references to issues concerning the Irish library services. The 

two women were students at Borås högskola in 2004. They interviewed Irish 

and Swedish librarians to examine if the UN Child Convention in any way 

affected their work. The Swedish librarians claimed it did, whereas the Irish 

librarians admitted they considered the convention to be more of a general 

document, not necessarily a guide in their work. The thesis has a lot of useful 

references and I have used a few of them. Although, I had already contacted 

the Irish Library Council before I found this thesis. 

A disadvantage with my study could be that there are many reports that I 

have not examined. However, it is impossible to include all of them and I 

believe that they way I have chosen my material make sense; it is connected to 

the public libraries work with social inclusion and fighting poverty, and I was 

recommended to read certain reports by staff at the Library Council. Joacim 

Hansson has in his work made reference to useful research that I have used, 

and I have also used the policy documents Branching Out and Joining Forces 

as a guide to find more material.  

This is a study that wants to find out more about the public library services 

in Ireland and how they interpret community librarianship. I have tried to 

investigate these issues and made an analysis based on the official documents I 

have singled out as representative. 

                                                 
66 The Calimera Organisation,  http://www.calimera.org/default.aspx. (2007-03-12). 
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5. Background 

In order to understand the study the reader needs to know some facts about 

Ireland and the way the Irish identify themselves with their community. I will 

present some facts about the Irish state structure and the development of Irish 

public libraries. This will give both Irish and Swedish readers a frame of 

understanding when reading the study.  

Facts about Ireland 
The Republic of Ireland had in the year 2006 4.2 million inhabitants. There are 

two official languages in the country, Irish and English. Irish, Scottish, Gaelic 

and Manx make up the Gaelic branch of the Celtic languages.67 Many 

documents can be found both in Irish and English and road signs are written in 

both languages; Dublin is in Irish called Bhaile Atha Cliath, to mention an 

example.68  

The dominant religion is Catholicism and there is a minority of Protestants. 

Ireland is a member of: EACP, EU (1973), UN, OECD, etc.69  

This is how the Irish parliamentary system is shortly described on the 

government’s official web-site: 

Ireland is a parliamentary democracy. The National Parliament (Oireachtas) consists of 
the President and two Houses: Dáil Éireann (House of Representatives) and Seanad 
Éireann (The Senate) whose powers and functions derive from the Constitution of Ireland 
enacted by the People on 1 July 1937. The Houses have separate constitutional identities. 
70 

 

                                                 
67 Connolly, S.J. 2004, The Oxford Companion to Irish History p.280. 
68 Connolly, 2004, p.168. 
69 Utrikespolitiska institutet, Länderdatabas: Irland,  www.ui.se/main.aspx?country_id=68. (2007-02-05). 
70 Irish Governments Official Web Site, Information on the Irish State, http://www.gov.ie/faq/. (2007-02-
27). 
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The state and its organisations are structured the following way (organisation 

and one main responsibility exemplified): 

• Central Government: National development Plan (NDP) 

• Commercial Semi-State: Aer Lingus (equivalent of SAS), An Post 

• Constitutional Offices/Bodies: Parliament 

• Education: Trinity College 

• Government Departments: Department of Heritage, Environment and 

Local Government (this department is responsible at a central level for 

Public Libraries) 

• Health Service Executive 

• Local Authority: Dublin City Council 

• North/South Institutions: Tourism Ireland 

• Police/Defense Forces 

• State Agency: Office for Social Inclusion,  

• State sponsored Body: Combat Poverty Agency 

• Statutory/Independent Body: National Disability Authority.71 

The list above describes the states and its organisations and their areas of 

responsibilities. The Library Council advises the Department of Heritage, 

Environment and Local Government. A few of the state sponsored bodies and 

State Agencies will be mentioned later in the thesis as they are involved in the 

work of the public libraries.  

In Ireland the economy has flourished since the early 1990’s, we all know 

of the Celtic Tiger by now.72 This has meant an enormous change for Ireland. 

The underdeveloped physical infrastructure has been updated as have all other 

sectors – health care, housing and public libraries to mention but a few. A lot 

of resources were and are also directed towards combating poverty and social 

exclusion.  

                                                 
71 Irish Governments Official Web Site, Information on the Irish State, 
http://www.gov.ie/organisations/default.asp. (2007-04-25). 
72 Department of Finance, examples of the Celtic Tiger, 
http://search.gov.ie/sites/www.finance.gov.ie/?encoding=latin1&q=celtic+tiger&image.x=12&image.y=7
. (2007-04-25). 
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In the year 2000 the Irish government implemented the first National 

Development Plan (NDP). It was an investment programme covering most 

sectors in society. The state and EU put in €57 billion (EU funded 2 percent) to 

support different projects and initiatives. One area mentioned is local 

development in which social inclusion is one part.73 It is important to 

understand that social inclusion is integrated into most areas. The NDP is the 

national plan, but most institutions in their turn have their own strategic plans, 

and authorities should implement social inclusion into the strategic plans. The 

current NDP is to run from 2007 to 2013, and is based on the former NDP 

2000-2006. The new plan is even more ambitious than the last one, with 

perhaps more explicit goals concerning social inclusion and all other fields. 

The money invested is €184 billion.74  

Besides the NDP, departments and agencies have specific strategy plans 

that they implement, as I mentioned earlier. These plans are also time specified 

and budgeted. The departments use agencies and local organisations as 

channels to achieve the goals in the strategy plans. The agencies and local 

organisations also produce reports, to advice the departments on what they 

consider important because they posses the genuine knowledge. The 

recommendations from the local or special agency can then be included into 

the strategy plans or action plans eventually. It is a reciprocal procedure. 

Lobbying is part of the political system. Representatives from various agencies 

or organisations lobby to get their ideas achieved and networking is a very 

important part of the political system.75 

Community and Identity 
The people of Ireland have suffered a violent history. They have at hard times 

turned to the community or the church for support. The Great Famine (1845-

49), the civil war (1922-23) and not least the occupation by the British (700 

years) made the Irish strong nationalists.76 To organize people in different ways 

was important in order to fight the occupants and the feeling of hopelessness. 

The violent protests from some groups can be seen as a reflection of a feeling 

                                                 
73 National Development Plan, http://www.ndp.ie/viewdoc.asp?fn=%2Fdocuments%2Fhomepage.asp. 
(2007-03-12). 
74 National Development Plan, http://www.ndp.ie/viewdoc.asp?fn=%2Fdocuments%2Fhomepage.asp. 
(2007-03-12). 
75 See for an example National Development Plan, www.ndp.ie.  
76 Connolly, 1997, p. 238, p. 277, p. 182, p. 396. 
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of society as an unfinished project, something that is to be made. The goal was 

an independent Ireland. 77 

The support for the local community in Ireland is very strong and it is 

linked to history. The Gaelic Athletic Association (GAA) is one organization 

that was part of the nationalism that emerged in the early 20th century. The 

GAA was founded 1884 by Michael Cusack, a teacher with a strong interest 

for Gaelic sports. He believed that the spreading of English sports could ruin 

the national morale.78 Until 1971 the organization banned members to watch or 

play foreign games, such as soccer etc.  

The support for various teams, representing counties or cities is enormous 

in Ireland. Croke Park is a huge arena with a capacity of 82 300 people, and all 

Gaelic sports are played there. People are very devoted to their team, and often 

the whole family shares the interest for the sport.79 

The church is also very important for identity and community. Going to 

mass is a way to meet people and to keep up with what is going on in the local 

community. People are very helpful in supporting local issues and volunteer 

work is common in Ireland. I believe this contributes to identifying yourself 

with the local community.  

Anthony Giddens claims that in the Catholic tradition ‘church, family and 

friends are the main sources of social solidarity’.80 In other countries, such as 

Sweden, it can be the state that provides social services. In the Catholic 

tradition many of the social services are based on the voluntary infrastructure.81 

There are many people doing voluntary work in Ireland. This might be a reason 

why the Irish are so involved in their communities. It is also a way to socialize. 

Public Libraries in Ireland 
In Sweden there is an independent Library Act that controls certain aspects of 

the library section. For an example it is stated that ‘the public shall be able to 

borrow literature for a specified period from public libraries free of charge’.82  

In Ireland there is no independent Library Act today, instead the 

regulations are incorporated into the Local Government Act 2001.83  There are 

                                                 
77 Feldman, Allen, 1991, Formations of Violence. The Narrative of the Body and Political Terror in 

Northern Ireland, p. 5. 
78 Connolly, 2004, p.222. 
79 Facts about the stadium Croke Park, www.crokepark.ie. (2007-04-24). 
80 Giddens, 1998, p.112. 
81 Giddens, 1998, p.112. 
82 Kulturrådet, Swedish Library Act, http://www.kulturradet.se/index.php?pid=1879. (2007-02-20). 
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no specific details in the Act that regulates things like borrowing literature for 

free. These recommendations are to be found in the policy documents that will 

be presented in the study. 

There is no single authority in charge of all public libraries in Ireland. The 

administration of the public library system is managed on three levels: The 

Department of Environment, Heritage and Local Government, local authorities 

and by the Library Council. The public libraries are run by 32 separate library 

services. Four are run by city councils (Dublin City Council, to mention one), 

27 are run by county councils and one is a joint libraries committee. There are 

353 branch libraries and 31 mobile libraries. Furthermore, public library 

services are also available at hospitals, schools, prisons, community service 

points and day care centers.84  

It is the Department of Environment, Heritage and Local Government that 

have the main responsibility at a central or national level. The Library Council 

advises and assists both the Department of the Environment and Local 

Government and the public libraries in developing the service, funding 

research etc.85  

The Library Association of Ireland is a professional body representing 

libraries and librarianship in Ireland. The organisation wants to support and 

develop high quality librarianship and library services. It arranges seminars, 

annual conferences, training for staff etc. 

CILIP (The Chartered Institute of Library and Information Professionals) 

is a professional body for librarians and information specialists. It supports its 

members throughout their careers.86 

History of Public Libraries 
Public libraries in Ireland started slowly to establish and develop in the 19th 

century. A Library Act was implemented in 1855 but still after that the 

advancement was slow. It was when the multi billionaire Andrew Carnegie 

arrived to the Isles (Ireland and Great Britain) that the development of the 

public libraries finally started to progress. Andrew Carnegie became world 

 
83 Irish Parliament, Local Government Act 2001, 
http://www.oireachtas.ie/documents/bills28/acts/2001/a3701.pdf. (2007-04-17). 
84 The Library Council, facts about, http://www.librarycouncil.ie/public/index.shtml. (2007-03-12). 
85 Calimera Country report, Information on Public Libraries, Local Museums and Archives. Deirdre 
Ellis-King, p.3. 
86 CILIP Organisation, facts about, http://www.cilip.org.uk/aboutcilip. (2007-04-10).  
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famous for financing public libraries in USA, England and Ireland. In the year 

1913 Carnegie made a promise that he would finance the construction of 80 

public libraries in Ireland, and not less than 66 of them were actually built. 

Today, 62 of those libraries are still being used. After this development WW1, 

the independence declaration and the civil war interfered with further investing 

in the public libraries. These were hard times in Ireland and priorities were 

elsewhere.87  

In 1947 a new Public Library Act was implemented. The Library Council 

(An Chomhairle Leabharlanna) was then founded. Its purpose is, and was, to 

advise government and statutory bodies of library issues. After this 

advancement, again, stagnation made further investing in the public library 

service impossible. Finances had to be directed towards areas that suffered 

hard. Emigration, poverty and poor infrastructure had to be prioritized.88 

Today, as mentioned earlier, there is no single Library Act; laws and 

recommendations that concern the libraries are included in the Local 

Government Act 2001. The updating of the public libraries is an on-going 

project. 

As stated above, there are 353 branch libraries in Ireland and also service 

points in rural areas, school libraries, libraries in hospitals etc. There are, of 

course, also academic libraries in Ireland, found at for instance the 

Universities.89 The public library is said to be the largest cultural and 

information infrastructure in the country.90 

Community Librarianship 
How has community librarianship in Ireland developed? When I visited the 

Library Council I was told that community librarianship started in Ireland 

approximately at the same time as in the U.K. It has more or less followed the 

same route.91  

Initially I understood community librarianship as a model that public 

libraries could adapt and implement in their daily work in the community. This 

conclusion is partly right. However, after analyzing my material the broad 

                                                 
87 The Library Council, www.librarycouncil.ie (2007-03-21), and Connolly, 2004, p.329. 
88 Paakkonen, Marianne, och Persson, Linda, 2004, Med barnkonventionen i bagaget: En komparativ 

studie av irländska och svenska barnbibliotekariers synsätt, p. 15. 
89 See for an example Dublin City Council: http://www.dcu.ie/~library/about/welcome.htm. (2007-05-
02). 
90 The Library Council, http://www.librarycouncil.ie/public/index.shtml#services. (2007-04-10). 
91 See interview questions in the appendix. 
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picture that emerges is that community librarianship is integrated in all public 

library work in Ireland.92 It is also, I believe, part of the community 

development approach. When reading Black and Muddiman it is clear that 

community librarianship changes over time, focus is redirected to different 

issues.93 In Ireland a few themes today can be understood as community 

librarianship; social inclusion, getting involved locally and outreach. It is 

through the social inclusion work that the libraries get involved locally. 

Some city councils in Ireland have in their strategy plans implemented 

national directions to fight inequalities such as social exclusion and poverty.94 

This is also part of so called community development work and I will now 

shortly explain what community development is in Ireland.  

Community Development 
I believe that community librarianship is part of the community development 

strategy, initiatives that are made to approach local communities. A 

Community Development Programme was established in Ireland in 1990 to 

deal with causes and effects of poverty. As it is said in a report about social 

inclusion, community development is: 

[…] designed to reduce social exclusion by targeting support at disadvantaged and 
socially excluded communities in order to improve their capacity to benefit from social 
and economic development.95 

Community development is something that is supposed to help decrease 

poverty and involve the citizens in societal issues to enable them to lobby for 

improvements. Various projects get funding to focus on anti-poverty and 

promote the participation of the people that are actually experiencing poverty 

and social exclusion. The projects are expected to be managed by local 

voluntary management committees consisting of local people in the target 

groups or areas.96 The programme is part of the National Development Plan 

(NDP) but it is funded by the Department of Community, Rural and Gaeltacht 

Affairs. The programmes run by this department are; The Community 

Development Programme, Local Development Social Inclusion Programme, 

                                                 
92 See interview questions in the appendix. 
93 Black, and Muddiman, 1997, Chapter 3. 
94 See for instance the report: Access to public libraries for marginalised groups, 2004. 
95 National report for Ireland on Strategy for Social Protection and Social inclusion. 2006-2008. p. 70. 
96 Pobal, www.pobal.ie. (2007-04-22). 
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Community Services Programme and RAPID (Revitalising Areas by Planning, 

Investment and Development). All the programmes are part of community 

development and their aim is to socially include the marginalised groups.97 

Besides funding community development, the different projects provide 

facilities for local organizations and perhaps some guidance as well. They also 

arrange and pay courses that will develop skills that are beneficial for 

individuals and organizations. There are 182 projects funded in Ireland within 

the community development programme. 98 

The public libraries often collaborate with these organizations and 

community librarianship is integrated in the states work to promote a better 

society for all groups. In the next part I will account for what the Irish 

government is doing to achieve social inclusion and what it does to fight 

poverty. 

Defining Social Inclusion 
How is social inclusion and for that matter, social exclusion defined in theory? 

The term social exclusion was initially used by French sociologists in the 

1970s and has since spread to EU and New Labour in U.K. New Labour even 

created a Social Exclusion Unit in 1997.99 This is around the same time that 

Anthony Giddens The Third Way was published and in which he mentions 

issues such as the importance of including all people in to the development of 

society through participation.  

The report Open to All? refers to a definition of social inclusion, exclusion 

and cohesion: 

• Social exclusion focuses on the socially excluded – who they are, where they 
live, what their needs are; 

• Social inclusion is concerned, in addition, with the effects of exclusion on those 
already included in society, and with the real or perceived consequences which 
arise from not tackling social exclusion; 

• Social cohesion looks, more broadly at whole communities and is concerned 
with the development of “social capital”.100 

                                                 
97 Pobal Organisation, 
http://www.pobail.ie/en/CommunityLocalDevelopmentProgrammes/CommunityDevelopmentProgramme
/. (2007-04-24). 
98 National report for Ireland on Strategy for Social Protection and Social inclusion. 2006-2008. pp. 74-
76. http://www.socialinclusion.ie/publications/natrepspsi06081.pdf.  
99 Muddiman, 2000, ‘Open to All?’, p.4. 
100 Muddiman, 2000, ‘Open to All?’, p.4. 
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Whether this is a definition that would be accepted in Ireland is difficult to say. 

I believe that the social exclusion definition above seems to also cover the 

work that is often mentioned in the context of social inclusion in Ireland. Focus 

is on the needs of the marginalised groups and of who they are and where they 

live.  

Social inclusion is a theme that is found in almost all reports and 

documents that has to do with the states plans for the improving of life for the 

marginalised Irish citizens. When reading EU-documents, it is clear that the 

Irish state have taken recommendations from EU and implemented them into 

their national plans.101 

The Office for Social Inclusion (OSI) obviously has as its main task to 

develop, co-ordinate and drive the National Action Plan against Poverty and 

Social Exclusion. Its function is to be the core of the work combating poverty 

and exclusion, involving other departments and agencies making them 

implement key functions to motivate social inclusion. 

In OSI:s most recent report National Action Plan for 2007-2016 it is said that 

the public library service by definition is a socially inclusive institution.102 It is 

mentioned that in Branching Out the policy is to establish an Irish society in 

which all citizens can participate and to make opportunities in the information 

society available for everyone. Because of the funding for public libraries, it 

has been possible to actually build more libraries and improve the computer 

facilities.  

It is the Department of Environment, Heritage, and Local Government that 

is responsible for the public libraries in Ireland. In a report called Statement of 

Strategy 2005-2007 it is declared that the public libraries are included in a 

major investment programme in order to complete the key role of widening 

access to the information society. It is also emphasised that in order to support 

and strengthen local governing it is said that one key strategy is to: 

Strengthen the relevance of local government with effective input to public services 
delivered locally and enhance social inclusion and community development roles of local 
authorities.103 

The department underlines the importance of co-operating with other 

institutions in the work of social inclusion and community development. The 

                                                 
101 Social inclusion. Calimera Guidelines. See also the reports reference list. 
102 National Action Plan 2007-2016, (2007) p. 67. 
103 Statement of Strategy 2005-2007, p. 40. 
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government departments mentioned are Departments of the Taoiseach 

(Taoiseach is Irish for Prime Minister), Social and family affairs, Community, 

Rural and Gaeltacht affairs, and Justice, Equality and Law Reform. State 

agencies including the Equality Authority, the Combat Poverty Agency and 

Area development Management are also mentioned.104 It is clear that in Ireland 

social inclusion is something that all statutory bodies should include in their 

strategy plans. 

Yet another organization that works for inclusion is the Information 

Society Commission (ISC) and its function is to be an independent advisory 

body for the government. The ISC helps to formulate policies that concern the 

information society. The report eInclusion contains three core features;  

• That all demographic groups should have access to use ICT to improve 

their own lives and the communities,  

• That all demographic groups should have the opportunity to contribute 

to the information society   

• That internet access in order to interact with Government services 

should be available for everyone. 105 

Combating poverty is another theme that runs through many reports and 

strategy plans. The Combat Poverty Agency is a state advisory agency that 

advices the government on policies that could decrease poverty. It also has 

special action plans to fight inequalities, and has published a report about 

libraries and marginalised groups. 

                                                 
104 Statement of Strategy 2005-2007, p. 75. 
105 eInclusion, Expanding the Information Society in Ireland, 2003, p. 7. 
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6. The study  

The study begins with a description of The Library Council that I visited in 

Dublin. I will initially give a short presentation of the interview I conducted 

with the Director.106 Subsequently two policy documents will be examined; 

Branching Out and Joining Forces. Delivering Libraries & Information 

Services in the Information Age.  

The Office of Social Inclusion has defined the groups that are at risk being 

excluded from society. I will present each group in relation to the public 

libraries work and examine what the reports and documents declare should be 

done to attract these groups to the libraries. I conclude the study with an 

evaluation of Branching Out.  

The Library Council 
The Library Council (An Chomhairle Leabharlanna in Irish) was established 

by the Public Libraries Act in 1947. Its responsibility, as set out in the Local 

Government Act 2001, is to advise and assist library authorities in relation to 

the public libraries service. It is a statutory body and it guides and assists the 

Minister of Environment, Heritage and Local Government on the development 

of public libraries. It also encourages co-operation between the library and 

information sector.107 The Library Council is involved in many projects and the 

making of research reports. It is also part of international networks concerning 

library issues.108 

                                                 
106 See interview questions in the appendix. 2007-02-13. 
107 The Library Council, 
http://www.librarycouncil.ie/about/Library_Council_Customer_Service_Action_Plan_2005-2008.rtf. 
2007-03-09. 
108 For further reading on projects see: http://www.librarycouncil.ie/policies/. 2007-03-09. 
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Discussion with the Director of the Library Council 

I went to Dublin to meet the Director Mrs. Norma McDermott at the Library 

Council and to gather information that would be useful for my thesis.109 I got 

substantial information about the issues that are dealt with in this study. 

Because the Library Council is a statutory body, I assume that the information 

I got is the official view of public libraries and their work. It was explained to 

me how the organization works, how community librarianship in Ireland is 

interpreted and how public libraries work.110 

The discussion lasted about two hours and I was told by Mrs. Norma 

McDermott that community librarianship started approximately at the same 

time as in the U.K., in the 1970’s. There was a feeling among people back then 

that they could influence the development of society and focus was on how 

individuals could grow and develop skills etc.  

In the 1980’s in Ireland economy started to progress slowly and the 

services improved. Since then, community librarianship is integrated to all 

their work; it is there in the background. Mrs. McDermott thought that the 

most important issues public libraries should focus on are knowledge and 

social inclusion. She also believed that librarians in general in Ireland consider 

community librarianship as something important, and she told me that they get 

some training. She mentioned a few courses such as Disability Programmes, 

and Life Skills. The Branching Out report was said to be a policy document 

and that it is considered to be an important publication.  

The Library Council tries to learn from other countries about the work that 

concerns public libraries; now and again a group of staff travel abroad to study 

different country’s library systems. They have been to Denmark, Finland, 

Netherlands and are in 2007 going to Norway.  

I also asked if there were any controversial questions discussed in Ireland 

concerning the public libraries. As an example I brought up the fact that in 

Sweden there has been an ongoing debate about the necessity of the existing 

Library Act (Bibliotekslagen). However, there were no such discussions in 

Ireland and public libraries do not have to defend their role in society, 

according to the Director.111  

                                                 
109 See interview questions in the appendix. Norma McDermott, 2007-02-13. 
110 See interview questions in the appendix. Norma McDermott, 2007-02-13. 
111 See interview questions in the appendix. Norma McDermott, 2007-02-13. 
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Policy Documents 

Branching Out 
As said earlier, there is no single Library Act in Ireland.112 Obviously there are 

policy documents that public libraries follow and this particular one was 

prepared by a team that the Minister for the Environment, Heritage and Local 

Government set up.113 It was named Branching Out, and published in 1998. It 

can partly be seen as a guide for public libraries to implement in order to 

improve services.114  

Branching Out describes what had to be prioritized in order to improve 

availability, accessibility and quality of the library services. It also explained 

what role the public libraries should have: 

The project team sees the public libraries not as a building or an institution, but as a 
resource to be used by people, one that is built on three pillars of equal importance: 

 
• it is a resource for Information and Learning 
• it is a resource for Culture and Imagination 
• it is a resource for Children and Young People 

 
Libraries do not, however, exist as an end in themselves. The project team believes that 

library services in Ireland should be judged, not by what they are, but by what they do. 
The project team believes that there is a public need for open and democratic access to the 
world of information, whether it is written, spoken or electronic formats.115 

Citizens require open and democratic access to information, and that they can 

get at the library. Anthony Giddens says that a public sphere open to everyone 

is one way for the state and the citizens to interact and to connect with the 

community. Without the public space, according to Giddens, there is greater 

risk of a corrupted society. He refers to the old communist states when giving 

an example of state ‘swamping’ civil society. In the communist states there 

was no developed public sphere where social interaction could prosper.116 It 

could perhaps be said that the public libraries today are the café’s of the 

enlightenment? Perhaps a bit exaggerated but democracy should not be taken 

for granted; it must be ratified every day.  

                                                 
112 Local Government Act, 2001, http://www.oireachtas.ie/documents/bills28/acts/2001/a3701.pdf. (2007-
04-28). 
113 Branching Out, 1998, p. 6. 
114 Branching Out, 1998, p. 2. 
115 Branching Out, 1998, p.16. 
116 Giddens,1998, p. 85. 
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Public libraries also have a main role as a place where all groups of society 

can develop their skills and find information. The tools needed in society today 

are said to be information and knowledge.117 It is stated in Branching Out that if 

Ireland wishes to develop the economy as it has so far, it is essential that the 

ICT tools are provided. At the public libraries the ICT should be accessible to 

everyone.118 Remember that the Director I interviewed at the Library Council 

thought that knowledge and social inclusion were the two most important 

issues for public libraries to focus on.119 

Giddens further claims that the demand for unskilled labor has decreased 

considerably. He continues to say that it also is difficult to find skilled 

workers.120 In Ireland there is a lot of focus on ‘life long learning’ and four 

concepts are mentioned in Branching Out: 

• Learning to know: a general background helps people get the taste of 

life long learning; 

• Learning to do: in a society that changes it is important to be flexible 

and have more general skills; 

• Learning to be: the need to be independent and responsible. No talent in 

any person should be left unused, this is a very important weapon 

against social exclusion; 

• Learning to live together: fostering a desire to participate in society and 

rejecting all forms of racism. 121 

It is declared that these four aspects are facilitated by ‘a vibrant public library 

service’. There is thus emphasis put on lifelong learning, developing skills, 

social inclusion and making people more willing to participate in society. This 

is what Giddens suggests, that citizens must take more responsibility and 

actively interact with and within society.122 

The report also wishes to convey the idea that the public libraries should 

work as part of an approach that interacts with other public policies. It 

especially wants co-operation in the development of the so called information 

                                                 
117 See for an example Hansson, 2005, p. 16. 
118 Branching Out, 1998, p.16. 
119 Interview notes in ownership of author. 2007-02-13. 
120 Giddens, 1998, p.104. 
121 Branching Out, 1998, p.18. 
122 Giddens, 1998, p.78. 
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society. It is explained that in the policy making in Ireland one fundamental 

issue must be to adopt the information age. If the information society is not 

developed, Ireland would be left behind and the economy would not be as 

successful as it could be. The Irish government’s vision for the information 

society is used in the text: 

‘Ireland is a unique community, rich in culture, learning and creativity where the 
information society is embraced: 

• To support the talents of our people: 
• To create employment, wealth and vibrant, inclusive societies; 

and where citizens participate more actively in government’.123 

Here again, just as Giddens proclaims, it is emphasised that citizens should 

participate in governing the society, and the place to do this is at the public 

libraries, according the authors of the report.  

It is also said that it is not the technology that is the concern, but making 

sure that Ireland becomes an information society and that it is a social concern. 

Lifelong learning is something that will promote both a more inclusive society 

and a fairer Ireland.124 

It is affirmed that the public library service is an excellent source to use to 

make ICT accessible. It is also it clear though, that the libraries need to be 

ready to meet this challenge.125 The lobbying for the necessity of updating the 

public library infrastructure is obvious in the text; without the public library 

service, the access to the information society for excluded groups could be less. 

To highlight the importance of joining the information age, the EU 

Commissions recommendations on the subject are included in the text. The 

Commission wishes all the EU-states to make sure that access for all to the 

information society is a key concern, and that this should be made possible by 

encouraging availability, affordability, accessibility and awareness.126 The four 

recommendations could all be fulfilled through the public library services, 

something that the authors want to make clear to the decision makers. 

Branching Out is in fact full of recommendations on how to improve 

service and accessibility: 

                                                 
123 Branching Out, 1998, p. 18. 
124 Branching Out, 1998, p. 19. 
125 Branching Out, 1998, p. 19. 
126 Branching Out, 1998, p. 19. 
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The public library service delivers vital services to a broad spectrum of people. It has 
done so for a long time and is a strong position to continue for many years to come. It has 
had a strong social impact to date. With the growing importance of information and 
learning in society, coupled with the dangers of fragmentation, exclusion and 
marginalization, the library service is in a strong position to have a greater impact into the 
future as it provides opportunities for everybody in society to make use of information, 
learning and culture to maximize their potential.127 

 

It is clear that with this report the team wants the reader to know that the public 

library is a very valuable resource. To use this already existing cultural 

infrastructure is the best way of making information and technology accessible. 

The message is that the infrastructure in fact can be used in many ways in the 

information society. I have exemplified the issues of the democratic aspect, the 

public space and the importance of life long learning. These aspects are 

important functions that the public libraries in Ireland have. The library helps 

build an inclusive society and develop democracy and can offer a public space, 

where information is accessible and life long learning possible. I was told by 

staff at the Library Council that one of the main themes or slogans that the 

public libraries use in their information campaigns is ‘Public Libraries – A 

Space for all’. It is repeated in many contexts where public libraries work to 

attract all people to come and use library services.128  

Giddens claims it is fundamental in the information society that all groups 

are included in the public sphere, taking part in all sectors of life taking part of 

the public discussion. This is the way to maintain and develop democracy and 

active people. 129 No doubt this is what Irish society is trying to do officially, to 

include all groups to the public space. 

As mentioned before, Branching Out was produced by a project team set 

up by the Minister for the Environment, Heritage and Local Government in 

order to assess the public library policy.130 I have looked at Dublin City 

Council’s library plan, and from what I understand Public Libraries authorities 

have used Branching Out as a steering document in their work. Although the 

report is not referred to in the plan for 2007, the goals in Dublin City Council’s 

document is very much influenced by Branching Out. Access for all is still a 

theme that is found. The libraries have extended opening hours and 

implemented programmes to would improve access for people that have a 

                                                 
127 Branching Out, 1998, p. 22. 
128 See for instance Branching Out, 1998, p. 7 
129 Giddens, 1998, pp. 106-110. 
130 Branching Out, 1998, p. 6. 



 40 

disability. Also integrated in the plan is the theme ‘Equal Opportunity for All’. 

2007 is ‘European Year of Equal Opportunities for All’. The information 

society is also referred to and the citywide internet information tuition 

residency programme ‘Websmart’ is mentioned. It has been running since 2002 

and will continue this year.131 

The reason I bring the Dublin City Council Library Plan up is to show that 

Branching Out affects the work of the individual library councils. How much is 

actually brought into the plans I do not know. The libraries also make use of all 

the research and projects that the Library Council make and publish.132 

Branching Out gave an insight of what needed to improve, and a vision of 

what the service should look like in five years. Social inclusion was one the 

main issues presented in the report. The team advised the minister of 

environment and local government the following: 

[…]to promote equality of access to the public library service, the project team 
recommends that each library authority should develop and implement a strategy to 
improve access to the library for everybody. The strategy should seek to overcome 
physical barriers to library use, social barriers to library use and financial barriers to 
library use.133 

The report recommended the Minister of Environment, Heritage and Local 

Government to invest in the public library services so that the citizens could 

get access to public information, cultural and heritage resources, education, 

community resource/public space, Local Authority Interface and develop their 

skills in various ways.134 The public libraries should be part of an overall 

strategy that works for social inclusion, knowledge and combating poverty. 

The public library service is said to be an excellent already existing 

infrastructure that should be used by society in order to succeed with social 

inclusion, life-long learning, access to information etc. The report thus contains 

visions for the public library services, an analysis of the services, and a 

declaration of the policy issues that should be integrated in the libraries work. 

There are also recommendations to the Minister for Education and Science, the 

Minister for arts, Heritage, Gaeltacht and the Islands, library authorities, the 

Library Council etc. Implementation of the main proposals urge a significant 
                                                 
131 Libraries & Archive – Plans 2007, pp. 1-2. 
132 Customer Service Action Plan 2005-2008. 
http://www.librarycouncil.ie/about/Library_Council_Customer_Service_Action_Plan_2005-
2008.rtf.(2007-04-28).  
133 Branching Out, 1998, p. 10. 
134 Branching Out, 1998, p. 7. 
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contribution of resources from all parts involved, but perhaps most important is 

the actual funding.135  

It is a substantial document and I have presented the recommendations and 

policies that are connected to community librarianship. There are also 

proposals in the document about the need for more research, improving local 

and national promotion of library services and naturally the improving of the 

range and quality of stock. The main issue of the libraries is stated to be 

delivering service to the public. To do this, service must be available, 

accessible, comprehensive and of high quality.136 

Joining Forces 
The research that was published in Joining Forces started in 1997 and 

concluded in 1999 (published in 2000). It was produced by the Library 

Council. Approximately seven hundred questionnaires were sent to libraries 

and information services and over a hundred people were interviewed. The 

goals of the project were: 

• To form a national policy for the planning, coordination and 

development of  the library and information services, resources and 

systems 

• To make recommendations on how to implement, supervise and review 

the national policy 

• To look for strategies that could be of use for the national policy 

• To define timescales by prioritising certain objectives.137 

It is emphasised that libraries and information services ‘have a crucial role to 

play in the Information Society in Ireland’. 138 The focus should be on shaping 

the services to fit the users’ needs and the ICT will be incorporated into the 

infrastructure. This way the libraries will contribute to the Information Society, 

stimulate life-long learning, support the economic development and preserve 

the cultural and heritage resources. But most important, according to the report, 

is that the services will contribute to promote:  

                                                 
135 Branching Out, 1998, p. 106. 
136 Branching Out, 1998, p.47. 
137 Joining Forces. Delivering Libraries & Information Services in the Information Age. Executive 

Summary, 2000, p .8. 
138 Joining Forces. 2000, p. 9. 
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[…] our citizens to participate fully in the Information Society, regardless of religion, 
race, sex, economic status or disability. This is what the Government means when it refers 
to an inclusive Information Society. 139 

It is a clear statement that the library and information services take in to 

consideration the government’s vision of social inclusion. They in fact use the 

vision as a way to justify the updating of the services and at the same time 

define their role in the Information Society. 

More is said about social inclusion: the flourishing economy is mentioned 

and that Ireland is experiencing prosperity. Because some groups are excluded 

from this economic boom, there is a risk that the gaps between ‘information 

haves and information have-nots’ will increase, especially in getting access to 

ICT.140 

The increasing demand for information require access to the network PAN 

(Public Access Network) and it should be offered free of charge in libraries and 

information services. The core of the services available should be: 

• Electronic government and public service information: 
• Websites for libraries with links to their catalogues; 
• Websites for public service and voluntary and community organisations; 
• Consumer health information; 
• Information on third level institutions and schools; 
• Digitised cultural and heritage information.141 

To reach these goals, it is said that investment is crucial as is training staff. 

Making PAN accessible is advised to be the number one priority. I have not 

found anything mentioned about PAN in more recent documents, but most of 

the services accounted for above are offered at the public libraries that I have 

checked.142 

The key recommendations in the report that concern community 

librarianship are: investing in staff training and development, widen access to 

include all groups of society and establish partnerships with other 

organisations.143 The potential that the library and information structure offers 

                                                 
139 Joining Forces. 2000, p. 9. 
140 Joining Forces. 2000, p. 10. 
141 Joining Forces. 2000, p. 12. 
142 See for instance: http://www.fingalcoco.ie/LivingInFingal/Libraries/YourLibraryandServices/. (2007-
04-27). 
143 Joining Forces. 2000, p. 13. 
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should be promoted. This is so that the services can have a central function in 

creating an all inclusive society in Ireland.144  

Another interesting aspect is that in the report it is said that in order to deal 

with the change in the world the public library has to change its image; the 

services will consult users and non-users to meet their needs. The whole library 

infrastructure is said to be in need of funding to be able to bring the 

information society to all groups.145 Perhaps it could be said that the library 

work presented in the report is taking a responsive focus, as Black and 

Muddiman call it. This means that focus is on the users and their claimed 

needs.146 

Vulnerable Groups 
There are at least two statutory bodies/agencies responsible for advising the 

government on strategies to fight poverty and social exclusion: The Office for 

Social Exclusion (OSI) and The Combat Poverty Agency (CPA). CPA was set 

up under the Combat Poverty Act 1986 and its aim is to promote an inclusive 

society by fighting poverty.147 The OSI coordinates the social inclusion strategy 

across the departments and authorities. The OSI has defined the socially 

excluded groups, and calls them ‘vulnerable groups’. I have not found any 

information about how the definitions are made or what they are based on. The 

definitions I have chosen in my study were defined in the Strategy plan 2003-

2005:148 

1. Women 

2. Children and young people 

3. Older people 

4. People with disabilities 

5. Travellers 

6. Prisoners and ex-prisoners 

7. Urban poverty and rural disadvantage 

Groups that need special attention: 

                                                 
144 Joining Forces. 2000, p. iii. 
145 Joining Forces. 2000, pp. 12-13. 
146 Black, and Muddiman, 1997, pp. 62-63. 
147 Combat Poverty Agency, http://www.combatpoverty.ie/aboutus/index.htm, (2007-03-06). 
148 Office for Social Inclusion, http://www.socialinclusion.ie/poverty.html#vul_groups. (2007-04-22). 
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1. Gender mainstreaming [More likely a goal, but this is how it is 

presented]. 

2. Migrants and minority ethnic groups149 

I have examined the policy documents and a number of other documents, such 

as Access to Public Libraries for Marginalised Groups, 2004, Library Access, 

2003, etc. to see what the public libraries do to approach the groups. The result 

of my investigation will be presented in relation to each group and the work is 

to seen as community librarianship  

Women, Children and Young People 

Women, children and young people are defined as groups that risk being 

socially excluded. Women are never mentioned as a marginalised group as 

such or as a group that would need special attention to be attracted to the 

public libraries, in the documents I have examined. Perhaps women visit the 

libraries to a large extent and therefore it is not necessary to campaign to attract 

them to use the service. I could only find statistics that showed the membership 

of adults as one group, in 2004. The number of adult members had decreased 

with 7.4 percent since 2000.150 

In one report called Access to Public Libraries for Marginalised Groups 

published in 2004, the objective was to find out whether County/City Council 

libraries had developed strategies to guarantee access to public libraries for 

different marginalised groups: Travellers, residents of local authority housing 

estates, refugees, and people with disabilities, older people, lone parents and 

the homeless.151 Women are obviously included in these groups, but not singled 

out as one group. 

In Branching Out women are said to be able to find support in the libraries 

in the context of being unemployed. Women carers, volunteers, middle-aged 

unemployed men and elderly people are at risk being excluded from public 

meeting places such as pubs, theatres etc. In the library they can find a free, 

safe space.152 The public space or arena is brought up as something important 

that no one should be excluded from.  

                                                 
149 Office for Social Inclusion, http://www.socialinclusion.ie/poverty.html#vul_groups. (2007-03-10). 
150 The Library Council, http://www.librarycouncil.ie/publications/documents/2004Actuals_000.pdf. 
(2007-04-27). 
151 Access to Public Libraries for Marginalised Groups, 2004, p. 7. 
152 Branching Out, 1998, p. 25. 
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Anthony Giddens believes that in an inclusive society the unemployed 

must be given the opportunity to nurture other aspects of life rather than only 

focusing on getting a job:  

[…] because a society too dominated by the work ethic would be a thoroughly 
unattractive place in which to live.  An inclusive society must provide for the basic needs 
of those who can’t work, and must recognize the wider diversity of goals life has to 
offer.153 

This is an argument that the people behind the report seemingly support, 

although they also refer to the public library as a useful place to visit if a 

person wants to educate him or herself, perhaps with the goal to get work. Life-

long learning is a theme that often is referred to in the documents. 

The organization National Women’s Council of Ireland is a Non 

Governmental Organization (NGO) and it has links to many groups that work 

to improve women’s situation in various contexts of life. There are links to the 

local community development programmes and it is very possible that some 

local libraries are involved in projects concerning women that I do not know 

of.154  

Children and Young people on the other hand are often targeted with 

special projects etc. In the Branching Out document it is stated that themes 

such as youth participation, community development, social inclusion etc. are 

key factors for succeeding in integrating young people in society.155 Anthony 

Giddens would very much agree with this argument. He proclaims that in the 

inclusive society, children and their families must participate in civic issues.156 

Children and Young People are mentioned as groups that resources should 

be aimed at. It is said that the public libraries act as an arena where children get 

contact with the world of knowledge and different media that stimulate their 

imagination. The libraries want to assist children in improving reading skills 

and getting information: 

The library act as a seedbed for culture by introducing children and young people to the 
world of arts and the oral and material culture of their community.157 

                                                 
153 Giddens, 1998, p. 110. 
154 A link to organisations engaged in women’s issues, 
http://www.activelink.ie/irish/index.php#categories. 2007-04-02. 
155 National Children’s Office, National Children’s Act, 2001, 
http://www.nco.ie/upload_documents/ChildrensAct2001.pdf. 2007-04-02. 
156 Giddens, 1998, p. 98. 
157 Branching Out, 1998, p 21. 
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Furthermore, the report recommends that the public libraries should implement 

the following activities in order to help children and young people: 

• Have recommended reading lists and book displays  

• Weekly story time telling 

•  Competitions on literary themes such as poetry 

•  Designing a book cover. 

• Libraries should arrange exhibitions and school visits. 

There are many Festivals and theme days in Ireland; World Book Day, 

National Tree Week, Children’s Book week etc. The events are seen as great 

opportunities to get children involved, and are part of the community 

librarianship thought.158 

In 2001 the National Children’s Office (NCO) was founded in Ireland. Its 

main task is to support the Minister for Children, and is a part of the Office of 

the Minister for Children (OMC), that rules under the Department of Health 

and Children. OMC (including NCO) is supporting the Minister in 

implementing the National Children’s Strategy (2000-2010), the National 

Childcare Investment Programme (2006-2010), developing policy and 

legislation on child welfare and protection and implementing the Children Act 

2001.  

The National Children’s Strategy is a plan that runs over a period of ten 

years (2000-2010). It focuses on three main issues:  

• Children will have a voice in issues that concern them and what they 

say will matter. 

• Children’s lives will be better understood. 

• Children will be given support and services in order to promote their 

development.159 
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The public libraries work is affected by all goals but especially the third one, as 

the libraries claim to want to support children in their development of literacy, 

minds and imaginations and promoting their skills.160  

In a Swedish Masters thesis about Swedish and Irish librarian’s views on 

the UN Children Convention, it was found that Swedish librarians said that 

they were well aware of the convention, and they claimed that the convention 

had a strong influence on their work. In Ireland at the time (2004) the 

convention was more considered to be a document that was of no special 

concern to the libraries, but seen as a more general document; it did not 

influence the librarians work to a large extent.161 This does not mean however, 

that in practice the work that the librarians actually do is more influenced by 

the convention in Sweden than in Ireland. It is rather a matter of interpretation 

stated by the librarians themselves.162 

In 1998 The Library Association published a document called Policy 

Statement on Library Services to children and young people. There are four 

issues that are especially emphasized in the document: all children should have 

access to libraries, membership in libraries should be free, and library issues 

concerning children should be considered equally important as adult’s library 

issues and above all, libraries should stimulate reading and writing skills. 

These four statements are derived from the UN Children’s Convention.163 

In 2002 it was decided that children in primary schools should have free 

access to the public libraries. Before this decision was implemented, in 16 out 

of 26 counties in Ireland, people had to pay to become a member of the public 

library. Today only a few libraries continue to do so.164  

Children and young people are clearly targeted by the library services. A 

lot of ideas of how to help this group in developing their skills are suggested in 

various reports. Now that more school librarians are being hired perhaps there 

will be even more focus on children. 

Older People and People with Disabilities 

In the report Access to Public Libraries for Marginalised Groups a number of 

County/city council libraries were asked if they had developed strategies to 

improve access to public libraries. The groups in question were, as mentioned 

                                                 
160 Branching Out, 1998, p 21. 
161 Paakkonen & Persson, 2004, p. 47. 
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earlier in the thesis, Travellers, residents of local authority housing estates, 

refugees, people with disabilities, older people and lone parents and the 

homeless. To be more specific, the report examined whether the councils had 

done any research about the library users and what they had done to face the 

challenges that the libraries meet. For instance: Are marginalised groups 

encouraged to use the public library services, and how do libraries interlink 

with other authorities. 165 

It was found that the work of making the services more accessible to the 

marginalised groups varied. Some council’s had developed strategies for a 

number of groups and other councils for very few groups. Most libraries 

thought they had been successful in approaching asylum seekers and older 

people.166 

One chapter deals with the issue of social inclusion and the results are 

based on the responses from 21 county/city libraries. That includes 203 library 

branches and eleven mobile libraries. They were asked if there were any 

strategies implemented to make their services more accessible for the 

vulnerable groups. Eleven libraries indicated that they had strategies for older 

people and people with disabilities. The strategies were not in all cases 

programmes as such, aimed directly to approach the marginalised groups; it 

was rather actions taken to encourage these groups to use the services. That 

could mean that it was recognized by the council that a special approach to 

these groups was needed.167 

The actions that had been taken to approach older people were exemplified 

as local history shops, reader evenings, table quizzes, mobile stops to day care 

centers and hospitals. They had also arranged IT courses, were old people can 

learn how to use the e-mail and surf on the internet. Twelve of the libraries also 

had good connections with older people’s organizations.168 This is an example 

of community librarianship and community development. 

Initiatives taken to make services more accessible for people with 

disabilities were mentioned as making libraries physically more accessible, 

reading material (scanners for visually impaired) and equipment. Large print 

books and audio books were taken as examples.169  
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In Branching Out older people are mentioned in the context of promoting 

reading. The Cork City Library arranged activities for older people including 

book clubs and also making contact with organizations that are involved with 

older people.170 

Disabled people are referred to in the context of availability, making the 

libraries more accessible. Accessibility was and is a core issue for the 

development of the public libraries.  

Travellers 

Travellers are viewed as a marginalised group in Ireland. Travellers are an 

indigenous minority group, consisting of ca 25 000 people. They are nomads 

and they have their own language, culture and traditions. Many of them live 

under poor conditions and life expectancy is quite much lower than the 

sedentary population. A third of the Travellers do not have access to sanitary 

facilities, electricity or water. It is said that Travellers face discrimination on a 

daily basis in Ireland. There are Travellers organizations that work for 

Travellers rights and they interlink with other statutory bodies on matters that 

concern them.171 

Travellers are one of the targeted groups in the report Access to Public 

Libraries for Marginalised Groups. Out of 21 county/city councils that replied 

on the survey, eight claimed to have strategies for approaching Travellers.172 

Many of the local authority libraries admitted that they found it difficult to 

encourage Travellers, homeless people and lone parents to use their services. 

Six library authorities claimed to have good links with different Travellers 

groups and five of them offered information on mechanisms used in order to 

encourage Travellers to use the library services. The activities offered were 

space for Traveller work shops, library tours, class visits and employing 

Travellers in the library work which would give work experience and attract 

other Travellers to the library.173 Librarians claimed that they were not so 

familiar with the needs that some marginalised groups might have, and 

Travellers were mentioned.174  

In Branching Out Travellers are mentioned as a single group but it is 

probably the case that they are seen as an ethnic minority group. These groups 
                                                 
170 Branching Out, 1998, p. 20. 
171 Pavee Point, promoting Travellers, http://www.paveepoint.ie/pav_culture_a.html and Irish Traveller 

Movement, http://www.itmtrav.com/about.html#fact. (Both viewed on 2007-04-03). 
172 Access to Public Libraries for Marginalised Groups, 2004, p. 29. 
173 Access to Public Libraries for Marginalised Groups, 2004, p. 34. 
174 Access to Public Libraries for Marginalised Groups, 2004, p. 30. 
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are talked about in the context of using public libraries in times of distress and 

changes, viewing the libraries as a sense of continuity. Libraries are also 

pointed out to be cultural meeting points for ethnic minority groups.175 

Prisoners and Ex-prisoners 

There is a special Prison Library Service in Ireland. It manages nine libraries in 

prisons around the country. It is an agency service of Dublin City Public 

Libraries to the Irish Prison Service. They are for instance involved in a project 

at a prison where old primary school registers are computerised. 176 

In Branching Out it is recommended that there should be locally 

implemented strategies in order to remove barriers that exclude marginalised 

groups. The best way to put this in to action is to involve other statutory 

services such as health care, social services and prison services. Service points 

at prisons is said to be a good way to reach more people rather than just relying 

on the public library branch network.177  

Furthermore the report recommends that all library authorities should make 

people that work within the services mentioned above aware of what the 

libraries have to offer. It is suggested that each library have a person that acts 

as a liaison with new users.178 

Urban Poverty and Rural Disadvantage 

Urban poverty is a problem in Ireland. The Combat Poverty Agency is 

involved in different programmes that battle poverty and in the early years the 

agency was involved in a community development programme which became a 

key contribution to the establishment of a community development 

infrastructure as such. The agency points out that it is very important to involve 

the people it concerns.179 

In a recently published report called Poverty and Social Inclusion: Linking 

local and national structures 2007 the result of a questionnaire is presented. 

The agency wanted to see how the linkage between national and local level 

works in the context of promoting social inclusion. One question concerned the 

librarian’s knowledge about social inclusion and national policies and weather 

                                                 
175 Branching Out, 1998, p. 25. 
176 Dublin City Council, 
http://www.dublincity.ie/living_in_the_city/libraries/library_services/services_to_prisons.asp. (2007-04-
15). 
177 Branching Out, 1998, p. 55. 
178 Branching Out, 1998, p. 55. 
179 The Combat Poverty Agency, facts about, http://www.combatpoverty.ie/aboutus/history.htm. (2007-
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they had enough knowledge about the subjects.  The library staff was said to 

have some awareness of the issue. It was also stated that it is difficult to 

measure: 

in some cases people think social inclusion does not apply to all departments and some do 
not have an understanding of social inclusion. More directions are needed from line 
management and DoEHLG across all sections.180 

Another question was: ‘Can you identify examples of best practice where you 

consider that the national arena clearly responded to local priorities from 

within the policy framework of the local authority?’181 

The expansion of the library service is mentioned as an example of a 

response. New library facilities have been funded and projects concerning 

Travellers as well.182 

No doubt the people behind Branching Out are very aware of the Anti-

Poverty Strategy. It is often referred to in the report. It is even recommended 

that making information more accessible should be part of the National Anti-

Poverty Strategy.183 Fighting urban poverty is part of many community 

development programmes. They are locally organized, often funded by a 

national agency. There is a Public Library Research Programme funded by the 

Department of Environment, Heritage and Local Government. It is managed by 

An Comhairle Leabharlanna and it assists local authorities in making public 

library research.184 

It was outlined in Branching Out that research and action to improve rural 

services was very much needed in Ireland.185 One research project I was 

recommended to read was the Taobh Tire (Irish for country side) project that 

examined and implemented methods for improving the library services to 

remote and isolated areas. Donegal County Council was leading the project.  

The research project team made many conclusions in their work. To name 

a few examples it was established that it would be useful to work together with 

the already existing local community groups to improve the library services in 

rural areas. The community development infrastructure, such as parish halls, 

                                                 
180 Poverty and Social Inclusion: Linking Local and National Structures 2007, p. 71. 
DoHELG=Department of Heritage, Environment and Local Government. 
181 Poverty and Social Inclusion: Linking Local and National Structures 2007, p. 86. 
182 Poverty and Social Inclusion: Linking Local and National Structures 2007, p. 86. 
183 Branching Out, 1998, p. 10. 
184 Taobh Tire. A better library service for rural areas, 2005, p.2. 
185 Taobh Tire, 2005, p. 14. 
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cultural centers etc, is also mentioned as a potential as it makes it easier to 

provide cultural services making use of the existing infrastructure. The library 

services must be expanded and better organized it is stated. It is also important 

to promote the service that public libraries deliver, mouth to mouth is one way. 

Technical support should be delivered by the local councils IT department. Co-

operating with non-library staff is important but they must be trained in library 

work, perhaps by library staff. Continuity in this work is vital as is to 

remember that every community is different, the project needs to be adapted to 

each area’s situation.186 

The first recommendation is to have a second phase of the research. It was 

believed to be a very successful project but more research is needed. Taobh 

Tire claims to have managed to implement new ways of delivering library 

services to the remote areas. It is said that the co-operation with local 

organisations, the use of ICT and working with transport and distribution 

companies made it possible to create ten so called service points that now are 

in regular use in rural Donegal.187 

The service points are placed in rural and isolated areas and they offer a 

small collection of books, some basic reference and business information, inter 

library loans and at least one PC connected to the internet. There is trained 

staff at the service points, which are open between 20-60 hours per week.188 

A new mobile library initiative was implemented. A bus acts as a mobile 

library which provides internet access, ICT training, life-long learning, general 

literacy and the opportunity to develop skills. It also gives community 

information and even has a small museum facility. It is said to be cultural 

information that will ‘impact in explaining the border communities to one 

another.189 These are the communities that border to Northern Ireland, for 

instance Donegal and Cavan. All of the initiatives could be called community 

librarianship, as they bring services to many excluded groups. 

It is not without difficulties making public services accessible to all groups 

considering the demographic distribution in Ireland. In 1996 1,500,000 people 

lived in rural areas and 260,000 people lived in towns with less than 5000 

inhabitants. It was estimated that 49 percent of the population lived in rural 

areas or small towns.190  
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The library makes services more accessible and thus promotes social 

inclusion. The situation of the rural population’s disadvantages is examined, 

and the result is used as a guide on how to improve services. 

Gender Mainstreaming and Migrant and Minority groups 

Gender Mainstreaming is a strategy used to encourage gender equality. This a 

world wide accepted strategy, set up by the UN. The mainstreaming is 

supposed to be a means to achieve gender equality.191 Reaching out to women 

is not mentioned in the documents related to the public libraries and neither is 

gender mainstreaming. 

In 1990-1994 Ireland was the only EU-country (15 at the time) with a 

negative net-migration rate. In the years 1995-1999 the situation had changed 

and Ireland’s net-migration rate was the second highest. In 2002 immigrants 

made up 10 percent of the total population. The two largest groups immigrating 

are now the Chinese and Eastern-Europeans (particularly from Poland). 192  

In the steering document not much is specifically said about how to 

approach immigrants. When I visited the Library Council I was told that 

immigrants are the next big focus when it comes to promoting social inclusion 

and improving services.193 There has however been research conducted about 

the library services and immigrants; in the report Access to Public Library 

Services for Marginalised Groups, refugees and asylum seekers are defined as 

marginalised. As mentioned before, this report investigates if county/city 

council’s libraries have developed strategies to make their services accessible 

to a number of marginalised groups. It was revealed that about half of the 

council libraries (eleven) that replied on the surveys had strategies 

implemented for refugees and asylum seekers. Only people with disabilities 

and older people had been included in that many strategies besides immigrants. 

Several councils expressed in the report that many immigrants use the ICT 

services at the public libraries. Initiatives such as visiting refugee centers to 

promote and explain the library services were felt to have been effective.194 

Here a form of community librarianship is apparent; visiting the refugee’s 

centers explaining the services libraries can offer is an interaction that gives 

results. 
                                                 
191 UN, defining Gender Mainstreaming, 
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Themes 
The library services try to approach the marginalised groups in different ways. 

There are some themes that often appear in reports and strategies: The 

Information Society, Literacy, Life-Long Learning, Social Inclusion and 

Library Access. 

The Information Society 

In the Branching Out report the information society is referred to throughout 

the report.195 In fact, it is said that one of two key priorities from the 

government is to make it possible that everyone can use the opportunities that 

the information society brings with it. The government will support economic 

and social progress and encourage a more participative democracy.196 

The report has many recommendations that would improve the library 

services and society. It is strongly advised that the library services should be 

part of the government’s initiatives to develop the information society. It 

should be part of the Anti-Poverty strategy that the government set up and 

investment in the library infrastructure would be part of the improving of 

services. It is also said that the Library Council should work together with the 

Information Society Commission to guarantee that the library services are part 

of the national strategy that develops awareness of the information society 

among the citizens. It is emphasized that public library services should be a:  

Component of a broader based approach which gives everyone access to information, 
learning and culture as well as providing support services to people who need them.197 

It is even possible to detect a warning that unless Ireland embraces fully the 

opportunities that the information age gives, the country might be left outside 

of economic, social and cultural prosperity. A definition of the information 

society is then given: 

The information society is much discussed but little defined. In essence, it will mean a 
society and an economy built on the creation, storage and multifaceted use of information 
using the most modern information and communications technologies, implying the 
widest possible access to that information.198 
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The Irish government has a vision for the Information Society and it is 

presented in the report as I have mention earlier in the thesis. In the report an 

international aspect of the information society is also referred to; EU has made 

it clear that the information society is for all people and that public policies 

might help to achieve that goal. This is mentioned in relation to the 

recommendation that everyone should have access to information and that an 

investment in information technology is necessary to make this goal possible.199  

In fact, the information society is talked about throughout the report. It is 

used as reason to invest in the public library services. Libraries should be a 

space where all groups of society can interact with one another. 

Almost all reports bring up the information society. In Access to Public 

Libraries for Marginalised Groups it is said that the Library Council has 

declared that it has had many challenges in the context of the information 

society and social inclusion. The organisation experiences that the local library 

authorities have committed to the challenges, but that the enhancement in 

services and infrastructure ‘must be matched with a higher level of 

commitment to the stock budget’.200  

To name another example of a report that contains reference to the 

information society the Public Internet Access Policies in Public Libraries: 

Recommendations to Public Library Authorities make the statement that 

according to the Society Commission an information society is a society  that 

tries to use new information and ICT’s in best possible way. The public 

libraries are said to have a role in bringing the advantages of the Information 

Society to the public, and Internet is one important channel to make this 

successful.201  

Literacy 

Literacy is another important theme that emerges in many reports. It is declared 

in Branching Out to be one issue that the public libraries should make obvious 

to the public that they can help increase.202 It is said that a community based 

service is needed to support reading projects, particularly for the younger 

people. Obviously it is the public library service infrastructure that is referred 

to as community based.203 
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ICT literacy is another theme that appears as something that the public 

libraries can assist in developing. To be able to participate fully in society the 

citizens need to be ICT literate, according to the report.204 

To promote reading, the Library Council launched a national campaign in 

March 2007. Live literature events, poetry reading etc. could be enjoyed all 

over the country.205 

In the Taobh Tire report, the mobile library is said to provide general 

literacy to rural and isolated areas. It is concluded that an initiative like Taobh 

Tire will have an important impact on literacy.206 

Life-Long Learning 

Life-long learning is said to give a broad background and that will maintain an 

economic and social development, all of which can be improved at the 

libraries. The services that the libraries apply are said to be contributing to life-

long learning. The group behind Branching Out is saying that the library 

services can be used in the changing and building of a learning society.  This is 

especially true in the matter of people that do not use the formal educational 

system. The report advises that the department of Environment, Heritage and 

Local government should have a formal relationship with the department of 

Education and Science to work for life-long learning.207 

Life-long learning is part of the public library service policy as a service 

that should assist those who are marginalised in the information age. The 

public libraries promote life-long learning through their library collections and 

other services.208 

Access 

The final theme that I bring up is access to public libraries. This term is widely 

used and underlines the importance of making sure that public libraries really 

are accessible to all groups of society. The libraries services should develop a 

strategy to be able to promote equality of access to the services. The strategy 

should work for overcoming physical barriers, social barriers and financial 

barriers to using the library services.209 The emphasis is put on access to library 
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services, making sure that the public library is for everyone, promoting an all 

inclusive society. 

One of the reports published on An Comhairle Leabharlanna’s web site is 

named Making Access happen. It was an initiative set up 2004 by four library 

authorities (Cavan, Dublin City, Kildare and Mayo) with the purpose to 

improve library service access for people with disabilities. The report is built 

on previous research published in Library Access, which was published by the 

Equality authority and An Comhairle Leabharlanna. This was a project that 

aimed at supporting the developing of accessibility to libraries, promoting an 

inclusive public library service etc. It is declared that Library Access presumes 

that the exclusion of people with disabilities derives from society’s attitudes, 

practices and responses towards the disabled rather that the impairment that the 

disabled might actually have. The project defines that it includes people with 

any type of disability, including physical, mobility, sensory, intellectual and 

mental health issues: 

The aim is to support equality for people with disabilities in access to and participation in 
public library services.210 

The Library Council included the aims of this report through the adoption of 

the A Space for All initiative. Discussions with people with disabilities is said 

to be the best way of learning what should improve. As an example it is 

mentioned in the report Library Access that some libraries establish advisory 

groups with representatives from local disability groups and organisations that 

work with people with disabilities. The people that it concerns should after all 

know best what their needs are.211 

To return to the report Making Access Happen, it is concluded that all of 

the four library councils achieved more than they had expected to. The key 

findings are said to be: the library authorities started different approaches and 

projects. This was useful as the sharing of experiences enriched the project as 

the adaptation of other authority’s projects was easy. Empowering both people 

with disabilities and senior library staff will make other people affected 

interested in developing an interest or skills for the issue of accessibility. 

Finally, there is an initiative in Ireland called Life-steps. It is a guide 

available both online and in print at all the public libraries in Ireland. The idea 
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is that it will help people who are not used to Internet and teach them how to 

make use of it. There are a number of themes that are presented, such as: 

buying a home, learning to drive, shopping, reading, family history and so 

forth. All steps in life are available and the guide teaches the user how to find 

information on the Internet that is relevant.212 

Evaluation of Branching Out 
Recently the National Economic and Social Forum (NESF) report The Arts, 

Cultural Inclusion and Social Cohesion was published. The forum advises the 

government on policies regarding equality and social inclusion. It focuses on 

the need for a diverse cultural expression in Ireland and how to decrease social 

exclusion.213 The cultural aspect in the report is defined as activities that are 

cultural in nature; libraries, the visual arts and theatre.214  

A definition of social inclusion is also given:  

[…]the process by which certain groups are brought from the margins of society to 
participate more fully in that society through the removal of  the barriers to them so doing 
by virtue of poverty, low education, inadequate life-skills and/or low recognition and 
status in terms of cultural identity and contribution. 215 

Social inclusion is said not only to be about economic issues but also about 

how the arts can contribute. Culture helps create social unity in a community 

and society.216  

The report Branching Out is referred to and said to have specified many 

commitments to encourage cultural inclusion in the libraries and are 

summarized as public access to the internet, access for those with disabilities, 

outreach work, services to rural communities and services to immigrants. 

Several projects are mentioned as examples of how libraries successfully have 

implemented the recommendations.217  

Issues that librarians themselves have brought up are also presented. 

Several librarians complained about the fact that some libraries charge for 

membership and Internet access. The charges hardly benefit social inclusion, it 

is said. Staff also requested more training on how to work with excluded 
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groups, and they mentioned that more librarians were needed. The workforce 

often has stay at the library to keep it open rather than doing outreach work.218 

Other important conclusions drawn were that the people of Ireland were 

familiar with the term social inclusion, but not with cultural inclusion. To have 

access to the cultural resources is said to be a key issue. Nevertheless, it is 

clear that the work of the libraries show that the Branching Out document and 

An Comhairle Leabharlanna make it possible to promote social inclusion. 

Unlike the public libraries, Arts Offices felt they did not have the same support 

from any council or a policy document that could guide them.219  

Finally, people that are employed within the public library area believe that 

more funding is of great importance to further develop the work they 

perform.220 

                                                 
218 NESF Report No. 35, 2007, p. 66. 
219 NESF Report No. 35, 2007, p. 70. 
220 NESF Report No. 35, 2007, p. 75. 
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7. Discussion 

In this chapter I will discuss the results of the study and answer the three 

questions I asked earlier in the thesis: 

• Community librarianship developed in the 1970’s in the U.K. The 

purpose of the movement was to structure a public library service for 

everyone, to include all groups of society. This is today labeled as 

social inclusion. What is the Irish public library service doing to 

promote social inclusion? This is the fundamental question in the 

thesis. 

• What role do public libraries in Ireland play in the context of retaining 

and developing democracy? 

• Is the public library in Ireland open to all? In a report about public 

libraries in the U.K. the conclusion was drawn that the library service 

was not open to all.221 I will compare the conclusions from that report 

with my results about the Irish public library service. 

 

Promoting Social Inclusion 
When I started to investigate what community librarianship in Ireland is about, 

I expected to find a clear cut movement that would perhaps promote a certain 

approach towards the users. I thought I would find the term ‘community 

librarianship’ in many documents and literature. But I did not. Instead I 

eventually learnt that community librarianship is an approach that is integrated 

in most policies and documents that concern public library services and this 

without actually using the term. Mostly the community librarianship work 

refers to social inclusion, a very important societal concern that affects all 

public institutions policies and strategies. The EU, the government and 

                                                 
221 The report is ’Open to all? The Public Library and Social Inclusion’, Vol. 1. Muddiman, Dave, (2000). 
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Anthony Giddens contemplate the effects of a society without active 

participation from all citizens and see the dangers of the prospect of some 

groups becoming permanently excluded. I believe that in Ireland the statutory 

bodies take the social inclusion issue very seriously, at least in theory: the one 

aspect I have examined in my thesis.  

I think it is reasonable to say that because of the Irish history, with the 

constant struggle for the making of an independent Ireland, the collective 

memory of all citizens being excluded from society is present still today. Of 

course there are class divisions in Ireland, with some people living in poor 

areas, excluded from the wealth that the Celtic Tiger brought. Having lived in 

Ireland, I know that this is true but I also know that the Irish people are very 

aware of that wealth also brings greed, something that is said to be very 

negative for the ‘Irish spirit’. Many people want to build a society that protects 

its citizens from poverty and exclusion. But this takes time and I think that the 

contents of the policy documents, which emphasise social inclusion, have in 

some cases not made it further than theory. The public libraries seem to want to 

work to improve services for the vulnerable groups, but many librarians seek 

more training to be able to deal with such issues. It is difficult to find 

appropriate approaches to make contact with citizens that are peripheral in 

society. This said, I think it is important to state that the policy documents are 

very substantial and no details are forgotten or neglected. The Library Council 

seems to be very much aware of what issues to focus on and how the library 

service should develop. It is important to be able to articulate the needs and 

define the importance of the services when lobbying for finances and when 

creating policies that form the library service.  

The study has shown that in Ireland since 1998 there are a few themes that 

the library services have focused on; The Information Society, Literacy, Life-

Long Learning, Social Inclusion and Library Access. To be able to achieve an 

inclusive society in the Information Age, literacy is an essential skill and life-

long learning a necessary possibility. The excluded groups get access to the 

public library services where the citizens can improve a skill, throughout their 

careers. The Library Council and the authorities have taken these themes in to 

consideration in their reports, following the recommendations of the Irish 

government and the EU. Social inclusion is something that all public 

institutions should strive for, and no doubt; in theory the public library area is 

doing exactly this. In both policy documents described in the study social 

inclusion is a core issue; public libraries provides opportunities for everybody 

and fragmentation in a society is said to be dangerous. To some extent, I 
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believe that this particular theme is used to define the role of the public 

libraries in the ‘new’ information age. It is a way to justify the finances that are 

needed to update the public library infrastructure. In my interview at the 

Library Council it was said that in Ireland the Public Library Service did not 

have to define or defend its role in society. I am of the opinion that it actually 

is required; it is for instance recommended that the Minister of Environment, 

Heritage and Local Government should invest in the services so that citizens 

can get access to public information, cultural and heritage resources, education 

and community resource/public space. The inclusive society is highlighted in 

relation to the information age. The public library infrastructure is said to be an 

already existing institution and to make use of it is the only reasonable thing to 

do. The arguments are that if Ireland is to be a successful nation, the country 

better embrace the information age, and the library service must be updated. 

No one should be denied the new opportunities in Ireland. 

Anthony Giddens believes that equality should be defined as social 

inclusion. According to him there are two dimensions of the term; one has to 

with the rights and obligations in society and the other has to do with 

opportunities, education, work and involvement in public space. The study 

shows that both dimensions are considered in the work of the libraries. Judging 

from the various reports dealt with in the study it is considered to be the 

people’s right to have access to the opportunities that society offers. The 

individual’s obligations toward society are not mentioned but instead it is 

society that is obliged to offer its citizens a functional public library service, a 

public space that people can involve themselves with. The public library in 

Ireland wants to be promoted as a space for everyone, with services that are 

good for individuals and society.  

Developing Democracy 
Anthony Giddens states that the traditional symbols of family, state and nation 

do not make the best administers of power. Instead it is through all citizens’ 

active participation in societal issues that democracy is developed and 

reaffirmed. State power should be decentralised and is best govern through 

local authorities. With all citizens he means marginalised groups such as the 

people that are excluded from the opportunities that society offers, and they are 

found at the bottom of the ladder. He also refers to the elite group, obviously 

found at the top of the ladder, and this group excludes themselves from society 

by for instance getting private health care and using private schools etc.  
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In the examined documents the excluded groups are often mentioned and 

defined and identified as vulnerable groups; Women, children and young 

people, Travellers, people with disabilities etc. In the policy documents there 

are suggestions on how to approach these groups and how to attract them to the 

library services. People with disabilities can make use of certain technical 

devices to improve their access to what is offered at the libraries for instance. 

The term democracy is used to make the point that all people have a right to 

get access to the services that the library offers. 

The group at the top of Anthony Giddens ladder is however not mentioned 

in the documents. It is hardly surprising that the resources would not be 

directed towards the well off as they probably already have learnt how to make 

use of society’s opportunities and have made their way to the libraries. Joacim 

Hansson says that the bigger challenge lies in approaching the marginalised 

groups at bottom of the ladder, and I agree with him.  

Giddens is right when he suggests that all people must participate in the 

public discussion whether it is in a library or another public space. But it is my 

opinion that the resources should primarily be aimed at the excluded groups to 

attract them to the public library.  

Democracy does gain on social inclusion. In Ireland the state promotes it 

and encourages all public institutions to implement a strategy on how to 

approach excluded groups. The public libraries try to attract some of the 

vulnerable groups in society and make their services available to them. Even if 

all strategies are not put into practice yet, it is good that the institutions strive 

to include all groups. It takes time to adapt to a ‘new’ age and getting the funds 

to update services. Democracy is mentioned in some reports and the libraries 

are said to play an important role in the democratic nation. 

Open to All?  
In Giddens reasoning about how best to rebuild communities he stresses the 

importance of the public sphere. He includes physical public space in the 

public sphere and says that the deterioration of local communities is usually 

noticeable when there are no safe public spaces like streets, parks or other 

places available. A healthy state power must give access to public space where 

all groups can discuss and challenge state power. In the report ‘Open to all?’ it 

is concluded that the library service is not open to all in the U.K. It is still 

considered to be a middle-class institution and not enough is done to approach 

the excluded groups. The remedy is said to be an approach that also focuses on 
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the outcome of the strategies. This would also involve the community 

development part; the statutory support to various community actions and 

organisations. It would be better than, as now, involving the voluntary sector. 

Giddens would agree, as he claims that local activities often need to be 

supervised by government. He mentions schools and I would include libraries 

as well. The point is that the library should cooperate with other statutory 

bodies and local agencies to get the best results.  

My study implies that in Ireland more could be done by the local 

authorities. All library council’s should implement strategies on how to 

approach the excluded groups. However, I believe that community 

librarianship, in this study focusing on social inclusion, is a part of community 

development in Ireland. Because there is a strong community feeling in 

Ireland, the infrastructure of involving organisations and institutions in 

networks is already there. Making contact with groups is not difficult or 

attracting them to the network meetings. The difficult part lies in sustaining the 

interest and involvement. This difficult work is often carried out by community 

development officers, and is thus part of the help that the state offers. It is what 

Giddens suggests, that the state should offer help and resources in the local 

communities to promote active citizens and participation. 

It has to be said, that judging from the study it is clear that many librarians 

in Ireland wanted more education on how to promote social inclusion. It is not 

easy to approach some of the vulnerable groups without the right requirements, 

such as knowledge about their status and needs. Perhaps cooperating with 

social workers more would help. 

Some libraries do work together with local community organisations to 

make groups interested in using the services. However, in one report it is stated 

that not enough library council’s have implemented strategies to promote 

social inclusion.222 It is concluded that the approaches to make the services 

more accessible are rather ad hoc. The success of the approaches depends on 

different council’s capacity rather than it being a national and general policy 

that all authorities could make use of. It is recommended that library council’s 

should establish more network meetings with community groups, develop 

guidelines for the libraries etc.  

 Although community librarianship is never mentioned in any of the Irish 

documents or reports that I have examined, it is very much influencing the 

                                                 
222 The report is Access to Public Libraries for Marginalised Groups, 2004. 
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work of the libraries. Community librarianship is about making services 

available to all people in society. All public institutions in Ireland focus on this 

theme and the work is best done when cooperating with other institutions and 

organisations that are involved with community development. More or less all 

the reports mention social inclusion as something the Irish society should strive 

for. The public library is in theory open to all: but there are policies that the 

local authorities could make more use of. I do not know how many of the 

policies are actually implemented and affecting the practical work in the 

libraries. In the report Access to Public Libraries for Marginalised groups the 

conclusion was that it could be better, and that an overall policy should be 

implemented by the local authorities. 

It will be a while before the social inclusion is completed in practice. 

Meanwhile, the Irish public library service continues its community librarian 

work and thus encourages people to use their services. 

Recommendations and Further Research 
When writing a thesis in Sweden the researcher is supposed to give 

recommendations about how to improve the subject matter. It is difficult for 

me to give suggestions to the public library service in Ireland as they know 

themselves what is necessary to do. As usual, as in any nation, there is a 

struggle to get adequate financing for institutions so that they can perform their 

work in the absolute best way.  

Instead I would like to give advice to the Swedish public library service. 

Perhaps it should broaden its perspective and learn from the Irish context on 

how to interact with other organisations. If the public library actually is to be 

one of the core institutions that define a democracy, it must also involve other 

representatives of society. My experience of the public library in Sweden, 

although it might not be typical, is that it is like an Island, a bit isolated and 

expecting the public to come to its facilities. The public library should promote 

its services better, perhaps with the help of other institutions. In Ireland some 

libraries offer their space to other organisations where they can have meetings 

that concern the community. Some librarians participate in network meetings 

to learn what is happening in the community; involvement is a key question. 

There are of course examples like this in Sweden as well, but I still believe that 

the libraries need to get more involved in the local community with the help of 

other organisations. 
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When it comes to further research I think it would be very interesting to 

see how the policies in Ireland actually are implemented in practice; how do 

the public libraries work with making services available to everyone? A case 

study would be an excellent way to show the actual work of a public library.  

I also would suggest more research about community librarianship work in 

Sweden; what do libraries do to approach all groups in society? And is the 

Swedish public library open to all?  
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8. Summary 

This study examines so called community librarianship work in Ireland, by 

analysing documents. It is a thesis that draws conclusions based on various 

reports that have been produced by statutory bodies. A picture of community 

librarianship in theory is presented, sometimes exemplified with actual 

projects. A discussion with the Director of the Irish Library Council is also 

presented. 

Community librarianship started to develop in the 1970’s in the U.K. and 

is described as a movement that wished to change the public library service, 

then perceived as a middle-class institution, into a service offered to all groups. 

The thoughts and ideas discussed that concerned the changing of the library 

services were eventually labeled community librarianship. The development of 

the movement was approximately the same in Ireland.  

It proved to be the case that community librarianship in Ireland focuses 

mainly on social inclusion. This is a theme that the Irish government 

emphasises that all institutions should implement into their strategy plans. 

There are certain groups that are defined as marginalised or vulnerable. The 

Irish library council, An Comhairle Leabharlanna is involved in the making of 

the two policy documents that are presented in the thesis. Social inclusion is 

mentioned in both reports and is used as a reason to why the library services 

should be given enough finances to be able to update their infrastructure. 

Certain themes are mentioned as important in the Information Age: Literacy, 

Access and Social Inclusion. The public library is described as an 

indispensable resource in a democracy, where vulnerable groups can access to 

information, education and thus get access to the information age. 

The Sociologist Anthony Giddens has in his book The Third Way. The 

renewal of Social democracy analysed the risks with a society that does not 

promote social inclusion and active citizens. Democracy rests on the 

foundation of an inclusive society where all groups actively participate in the 

public discussions in the public sphere. All groups must be included, whether 

they are at the top of the ladder or at the bottom, according to Giddens. His 
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theory has been used to analyse the Irish context; here the public sphere is 

represented by the libraries. The libraries in Ireland are promoted as being 

fundamental in a democracy. In theory all groups are being addressed, except 

the group at the top of Giddens’ ladder.  

It is recommended that the Swedish public library service can learn from 

the Irish counterpart; cooperate with other organisations and institutions to 

promote its services. More research should be done about community 

librarianship work in Sweden. 
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10. Appendix 

Interview Questions 
Questions for the interview with Anna Corbett, LIS Student from Sweden: 

 

1. Could you tell me what ‘community’ librarianship in Ireland is about? How did 

it all start? 

 

2. Would you say that community librarianship is an approach that is integrated in 

most public library work in Ireland? Or is it seen as something separate? 

 

3. What do you think is the most important issue that the public libraries should 

focus on? 

 

4. Do you feel that public libraries in Ireland make a difference for so called 

excluded groups or isolated areas?  

 

5. Do you believe that community librarianship is seen as something important by 

all librarians and other institutions involved in community work/development? 

 

6. Do the librarians get any training in community librarianship? 

 

7. In Ireland, is there a policy document that steers how public libraries should 

work? 

 

8. When a new public library is planned, what are the primary concerns that are 

taken in to consideration? Are some services prioritized for an example? 

 

9. In the planning of a new library, do you have network meetings with 

institutions and the local community? 
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10. What do you believe other institutions think about the public libraries 

importance in society? Do public libraries have to ‘defend’ and define their role in 

society? 

 

11. Have there been any controversial issues about the development of the public 

libraries? In Sweden there has been an ongoing debate about the necessity of the 

existing library law, for an example. 

 

12. Do public libraries, or perhaps you, learn from other countries and see how 

they work? Is there a form of International networking?  

 

13. It I said in the Calimera Guideline that it should be a goal to ‘change the 

image of libraries to make them more welcoming to socially excluded groups’. How is 

this issue addressed in Ireland would you say?  

 

(www.calimera.org/Lists/Guidelines%20PDF/Social_inclusion.pdf) 

 

14. Would you like to add anything?
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